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For a kingdom to progress, so must its king.

With King Orbin’s boot firmly on his kingdom’s neck, Rob must trust his instincts and act the part of a loyal servant. He isn’t in any position to resist, nor free his subjects from their cruel, de facto ruler.

The newly created town of Hope needs large amounts of resources if it is to have a chance to flourish, and Rob must switch roles from janitor-turned-king to construction supervisor.

But first he must shatter the chokehold a band of hardened bandits have on the trade route to the south. Without the free flow of supplies nothing will get built, and his people will starve.

​CHAPTER ONE

––––––––
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Robert Barron sat impatiently in the fading darkness, and fumed.

He had been relegated to his manor by Quinn shortly after King Orbin, and his entourage, had vanished beyond the horizon. The new overlord of the little kingdom of Anika said Rob needed time to settle down and had soldiers frog-march him to his manor.

With little choice in the matter, Rob obliged. As much as he wanted to shout and rail, he couldn’t risk having anyone else murdered. Not because of him. So he sat in his chair and waited. With every passing moment, from early evening, through the night, he pondered and thought about his new situation.

Even with Saif’s warnings, Rob hadn’t really expected to be invaded. At least, not so soon in his kingdom’s development. It didn’t make sense on a macro-level. Why subject him to such an insurmountable obstacle when he was utterly helpless to do anything? He didn’t have the ability to take on someone so much more powerful. To Rob, it seemed unnecessary, even cruel.

After thinking it over, he’d come to only one conclusion: someone was intentionally messing with him. One of the gods? Or maybe one of the programmers of this insane world?

Regardless of whoever thought it would be funny, or malicious, to force Rob’s kingdom into fealty to Orbin, the overall goals didn’t change. He needed to continue to advance in levels, both for himself and Anika.

Now Anika was at kingdom level five. Was that more a symbolic advancement, a mere number, or did it grant Rob more options? As per usual, he hadn’t been given any additional messages after advancing beyond the vague and ambiguous. That, too, had to be part of someone screwing around with him.

So he’d spent time, in the dark of his little manor, scrolling through the various Kingdom menus. Firstly, he discovered he could now monitor all his kingdom’s various resources, although the list was painfully short and meager.

Wood: 215

Lumber: 10

Stone: 10

Iron: 2

Iron Ore: 0

He couldn’t discern what the units were measured by, but he was just happy to finally see what he had available. The wood must have been all the trees Jace had previously chopped down. Lumber? No clue. A more usable form of wood? The stone was possibly what was laying about and easily accessible. The iron could be what the blacksmiths, Kortz and Paxx, had with them. And the iron ore? He figured it was a resource which had to be mined. From where, he had no clue.

From these menus, he could also view Anika’s population total.

Kingdom Population: 185

Outside of kingdom: 1

Towns:

Hope: 170

The population total changed in real-time. When he’d first found the option, the total had been 160. But it had increased to 170 when he checked it again, in the morning. So people were still arriving here, despite the invasion.

It didn’t take him long to figure out the one person who was outside of the kingdom. Fumi.

Rob still marveled at the ferocity the large woman had shown. When Jace was killed, she had sprung into action without hesitation. And now she was being whisked away to where? Rob had no idea.

Jace. The thought of the woodsman’s death played through his mind, over and over, all night. The brave man had died horribly, protecting Rob. Dead, but not gone. Not necessarily. This was a video game, after all.

A knock at the manor’s door yanked him out of the trance of his thinking. He bolted to his feet, but stopped to compose himself. After a few moments, he calmly walked to the door and opened it.

Saif stood outside, hands clenched within the wide sleeves of his voluminous robes. “My Lord!” the Sage said with a deep bow. “I am happy to see you are awake. Are you okay?”

Rob was relieved it was him, and not one of Quinn’s soldiers. “I’m okay. How is everyone else?” He’d worried about what was happening with all his subjects while he was trapped here.

“I think they are fine, as could be expected. Overlord Quinn only just released me from my own quarters a few minutes ago.”

“They locked you away, too?”

The Sage nodded. “Almost immediately after you were. You will be happy to know that the Overlord has now granted you permission to leave your manor.”

As if to test that theory, Rob stepped outside into the mud and glanced around. “No escort?”

“It doesn’t appear we have one. In fact, all of his soldiers are within the walls of the castle.”

Rob’s gaze was drawn up the hill, a short distance away, and to the squat little tower surrounded by a stone wall. His castle. Not Quinn’s. But it didn’t appear he’d be reclaiming ownership anytime soon. “So we’re free to resume our business?”

Saif shrugged. “No restrictions were imparted to me by the soldier who released me. But I could assume so.” He reached up and touched the draining collar around his neck. “Perhaps we should inquire about having these removed, too. We won’t make much progress with them, especially you, my Lord.”

Rob touched the collar around his own neck, and not for the first time. Doing any quests would be completely impossible with all his mana perpetually drained to zero. But could it be intentional to leave them on? Add to Rob’s misery? “I’ll ask him. But first, let’s check on the townsfolk.”

He started down the muddy path, which ran along the base of the hill, toward Hope on the other side. “Did anything happen last night, or this morning?”

The Sage had to hurry to keep pace with Rob’s eager strides. “Nothing. I sat and fretted most of the night. Nor did I hear anything except the laughing and shouting from the castle.”

Rob had heard it, too. He’d been confused as to what the ruckus was until he realized it was the soldiers. They’d been cheering their victory. To be celebrating the defeat of an opponent so much smaller and weaker than themselves frustrated Rob. To him, it seemed petty. But he wasn’t going to say that to any of them; especially not Quinn.

The two men rounded the hill and were immediately within the town. Everything appeared to be exactly as it was the day before. All the new little houses were still standing. Some townsfolk slinked about, timidly.

But most importantly, there were no dead bodies laying about, for which Rob was grateful. There had been enough killing here, already.

They approached the town square with its dias from where he’d placed the stone. The long spears with the severed heads were gone. Removed by someone or did the game phase them out? He looked to the spot where Jace had so brutally died. The woodsman’s body was gone. In fact, the spikes of rock which had protruded from the ground were completely gone. There was nothing remaining to hint at the horrors which had transpired the day before.

Rob found himself relieved. He honestly didn’t know how he would have dealt with the situation.

“The gods have taken them,” Saif said.

“Well, thankfully there’s a way to possibly get them back,” Rob said.

Saif looked surprised and was about to say something, when an older woman detached herself from a cluster of watching townsfolk, and approached.

“My Lord. First Sage,” she said, bowing to both of them. “I hope I’m not interrupting.”

“Not at all,” Rob said. “What’s your name?”

“Greta. My family and I arrived yesterday. Once we heard of this kingdom, we knew this would make a great new start for us.”

“Well, we’re happy you’re here,” Rob said. It felt strange to say the words, like he was a greeter at a large department store. “What can I do for you?” Not that he felt there was much he could do, at the moment.

“We noticed that the town is very low on food.”

“That will be rectified today. Immediately. I promise,” Rob said. He knew getting supplies from the trading post was his top priority.

“That is good to hear,” she said. “But might we have permission to go foraging? With enough people, I’m certain we can find enough roots and berries to tide things over.”

Rob nodded, happy to see someone with some initiative. Perhaps he didn’t need to do absolutely everything himself. “That’s a fantastic idea.” He looked at Saif. “Can you organize it?”

Greta spoke up before the Sage could answer. “Actually, I wouldn’t mind leading this. I have experience, as do most of my family. Living in the mountains teaches you how to be self-sustaining.”

“Perfect,” Rob said. “Please use as many people as you can manage, but don’t go too far beyond the treeline.”

“I’ll make sure everyone knows to keep the town within view, and not to wander. Thank you, my Lord. It is an honor to serve,” she said, then bowed to them both, again, and hurried away, waving at any townsfolk in sight to gather around.

Rob and Saif looked on after her, a little amazed and relieved. After a moment, Rob asked, “How much time will that give us?”

Saif arched a brow in thought. “Until the town is completely out of food? With what little there is left, and what can be foraged, my guess is two days. Perhaps three.”

“I have a quest to kill some bandits to the south. It supposedly should open a supply line to the trading post. But I’m hoping this Zuthus fellow has some supplies on hand which I can buy. But for that to happen, I’m going to need my money back,” Rob said as his gaze went up to the castle, again. The main gate was wide open, as if Quinn and his soldiers had nothing to worry about. Which, Rob supposed, they didn’t.

At least not yet.

Saif said, “Maybe if I spoke to the Overlord, and made your case. It would...”

A shout from a town person looking out of the second story of a house interrupted him. The person pointed south, to the road.

To Rob’s amazement, an oxen-pulled wagon rattled along the road and into view. A supply wagon! Sitting in the driver’s chair were two Drust soldiers. Quinn had actually purchased supplies.

Townsfolk emerged from their homes to line the road, and cheered the wagon as it passed by.

“I’m more than a little surprised,” Saif said. “I didn’t think the Overlord cared about the people here.”

Rob was about to echo the Sage’s sentiments, when the wagon abruptly turned off the road, away from the town center it had been approaching. It came to a stop at the base of the hill. The two soldiers jumped off, and started pointing and shouting at some local men, who’d come to welcome them. The soldiers instructed them to unload the wagon, and carry all the supplies up the steep hill. To the castle.

“Son of a...” Rob quickly walked over to the wagon. “What are you doing?” he asked one of the soldiers.

“Resupply.” The soldier practically sneered the words at him.

Rob pointed at the sacks and casks of goods which filled the wagon. “We need these supplies. The town is almost out.” He realized as he spoke, the soldier would already be aware of this.

The soldier rolled his eyes. “We used up some of our supplies getting to this dung-pile of a kingdom. This is to top-up our stocks.” When he noticed Rob’s glare, he said, “You want supplies? Buy your own. If there’s any left.”

Rob wanted to ask him what he meant, but didn’t want to worry the townsfolk, who were watching the exchange with intense interest.

“That I will,” Rob said, subconsciously rubbing at the draining collar around his neck. “Come, Saif. I think it’s time we had a little chat with the new Overlord.”

​CHAPTER TWO

––––––––
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They passed through the unguarded gate, and into the main courtyard. Makeshift tents filled the small space, which looked even smaller with all the horses.

Soldiers milled about, as if trying to look busy. Some tended to the horses, while others cleaned their armor and weapons. A few large cook-fires boiled large pots, which appeared to be filled with wonderful smelling stew.

Rob felt his stomach growl. “Looks like Orbin takes good care of his people.”

“Once you manage things to the south, yours shall be taken care of, too,” Saif said as he moved aside for people carrying goods in through the gate. A soldier motioned for the people to take everything into the tower.

“Our Overlord must be making himself comfortable inside,” Rob said, and the two men entered the stone structure.

Within, they found the previously empty ground floor was now furnished with tables, chairs and beds. Rob didn’t doubt they were all taken from the houses below.

Quinn sat behind a large table covered in items. The Overlord was intently reading a long parchment, his bushy blond mustache quivering as he read. 

As he approached, Rob was surprised to see the items strewn across the table were all his own: buckler, mace, pouches. Everything which had been taken from them the day before, including from the trunk in his manor.

They waited next to the table as Quinn read. The man didn’t so much as even glance up at them.

Rob knew this was all part of the act. Quinn was the boss, so Rob had to wait. He figured it would be as such, and resigned himself to his new role.

Behind them, people carried in item after item, stacking them along one wall which was already quite full. They’d come with their own supplies. So why buy more if they were fully stocked?

He knew the answer: so Rob couldn’t buy them. Quinn didn’t care about the hungry people of Hope, only his men. And if that made Rob’s life even more difficult, all the better.

Quinn looked up at the sound of a cask thumping to the stone floor. “Be careful with that, you oaf! It’s worth more than your life!”

The porter blanched, then fled out the door.

Rob did his best to keep his temper in check. Getting angry could be exactly what this guy was hoping for. Any outburst could get him relegated to his manor, again. And enough time had been wasted already.

Quinn looked at Rob, as if noticing him for the first time. “What do you want? You’ve been released no less than a few minutes ago, and already you want to whine about something?” He snatched up a goblet, and guzzled from it, his beady eyes pinning Rob with a glare.

The distinct smell of wine filled the air. Rob needed to be even more cautious with how he spoke. Having an Overlord was bad enough, but one who was also drunk required tact.

Rob bowed his head slightly. “Lord Quinn. Might I ask...”

“Overlord Quinn,” the man sputtered, after a hard swallow. “That is how you address me. You? You can play Lord all you want, but I am your superior. Don’t forget that.”

Rob envisioned crushing Quinn’s skull with his mace. Repeatedly. “Overlord Quinn,” he said, keeping his composure. “Might I ask for me and my Sage’s items back?”

Quinn’s mustache did little to hide his wide grin. “And why, by the gods, would I do that? You’re the Chosen One aren’t you? You should be able to manage.”

“Not without our things, we can’t,” Rob said. “Without weapons, gear and magic, nothing will get done.”

Quinn swigged the last of the wine, then promptly poured more from a large jug. He appeared to be mulling over the request. “These piddly things?” he said, waving dismissively at the table. “You can’t get any closer to the bottom, having to use these. Haven’t you even tried to get better?”

Saif spoke up. “As the Overlord is more than aware, it is all part of the progression. We need these piddly items in order to progress. Without them, we would have to start from scratch.”

“And why should I care whether you start from scratch or not?” Quinn sneered. “It makes no difference to me.”

Rob said, “But would it make a difference to King Orbin?”

“His Majesty,” Quinn corrected, eyes suddenly blazing with anger.

“Pardon,” Rob said with a bow. “His Majesty wanted me to continue to progress the kingdom. Or does he intend for me to start from scratch, again?” He did his best to make it sound like a genuine inquiry, not a snide accusation.

This realization appeared to snap Quinn out of his power-trip. The Overlord put the goblet down, pushing it away. He stroked his moustache. “Hmm. You are at such a low level. So weak, so pathetic. I believe his Majesty wouldn’t want you to regress further. You’ve wasted enough time already.”

Quinn was the reason for any time wasted, but Rob didn’t dare say it out loud. He simply waited.

Finally, as if bored with the entire conversation, Quinn waved at the items on the table, again. “Fine. The longer it takes for you to make any progress, the longer I’m stuck here. Take them, then get out of my sight.” He suddenly turned and marched toward the door.

As he and Saif scooped up the items, Rob asked, “Overlord, can we please have these collars removed?”

Quinn paused at the door, and turned to glare at him. Rob was suddenly afraid he’d change his mind. But all the gear and magic would be of no use without access to his mana pool.

The Overlord looked annoyed, but the expression vanished and he waved a hand as he stepped outside.

The collars around Rob and Saif’s necks crackled, then dissolved into dust. Almost immediately, Rob’s mana pool began to tick up. It was such a relief to no longer have a mana count of zero. It had given him a level of anxiety he’d never experienced before.

Rob took everything he thought he’d need; armor, mace, buckler and the two pouches. The remainder, he asked Saif to place in the trunk in his manor. “If you need any of those things while I’m away, use them.”

The Sage nodded, as he put on his own necklaces and rings, then picked up everything else. “Of course, my Lord.”

The two men left the tower, with Rob giving the large stacks of supplies a forlorn look. They crossed the little courtyard to the gate, ignoring the occasional jeer or smirk from the soldiers.

Once they stood outside the walls, Rob stopped and sighed. “That went far better than I thought it would.”

“You expected him to put us back under house arrest?” Saif said, struggling to hold onto the items which he clutched to his chest.

“I don’t know, really. To interfere, I guess. But he did make a good point.”

“That is?”

“The longer it takes for me to progress the kingdom, the longer he is stuck here. But the question remains: how long does he plan on staying? Until a particular level is reached? Because I don’t think they’re here for our protection, just to keep watch. And their presence is a reminder of who is in control. As if we could forget.”

They descended the hill, Saif barely avoiding slipping and falling in the thick grass.

At the bottom, Rob motioned for two older teenagers to come over from a small crowd of curious townsfolk. “Take these items and place them in the trunk in my manor, please,” he said.

The teens, a boy and a girl, both looked thrilled at being asked. They took everything from Saif and quickly vanished around the hill.

“You will need this, my Lord,” Saif said. He held out Rob’s money bag which bulged with coins. Nearly all of it had been taken from the goblin camp.

“How much will the supplies be?” Rob asked, hefting the bag until it clinked.

“If there are any supplies left over, I can't really say. You’ll know the true cost once the route to the south is opened.”

“Good point. Let’s split it in half, it’ll help cover any costs here while I’m gone.”

As if summoned by the money bag, Trenton the Builder appeared, looking somber. “My Lord,” he said, “please accept my sympathies.”

Rob nodded, not certain how to respond. What do you say when your kingdom is stolen and friends killed? “I’m happy you’re alright.”

Saif quickly counted out some gold coins, and handed them to Trenton. “For services rendered.”

Trenton’s eyes widened, perhaps surprised he was even getting paid. “I see your adventuring is paying off.”

“We appreciate the work you’ve done. Now that the castle is finished, you must be ready to move on.” Rob couldn’t blame the man for taking his trade elsewhere, after what happened.

Trenton looked confused. “Move on? I wasn’t thinking of it. In fact, I was hoping to stay and help out. There is always work to be done in a growing kingdom.”

“Do you mean with more houses?” Rob said. He had no clue whether there was enough housing for the current town population. Most appeared occupied, but he could see some were still empty.

“No, no, no,” Trenton chuckled. “Builders tend to deal in large construction projects.”

“But I have nothing for you to build, at the moment.” He didn’t know when he would be able to increase the castle to the second phase, that was the most likely project the builder could help with.

Trenton grinned. “But you are in need of stone, correct?”

Saif said, “The kingdom will forever be in need of stone, both gathered and cut.” He turned to Rob. “Nearly every type of construction or expansion will require some quantity. And we have almost nothing on hand.”

Rob asked Trenton, “What did you have in mind?”

“Well, you need to establish a quarry. From that, Benton and I can cut and lift blocks, as for what is needed. Also, there is a strong chance of discovering ore veins while digging.”

“Iron ore?”

Trenton nodded, then leaned closer. “And I can do it all for a good discount, too. If we agree to not mention it to the guild.”

You have been given a quest: Rock & Stone

Locate a good spot of stone. Trenton the Builder can assist with the search, and establishment of the quarry.

Reward: Stone Quarry

Since it was a necessity, there wasn’t a choice in the matter. Besides, without Trenton, Rob wouldn’t have a clue as to where to even start. “Okay then, you’re hired,” he said. “Can I leave it in your capable hands to find a good spot and get it started?”

The builder grinned from ear to ear. “Benton and I will head out right away. I have a few potential areas that might make good candidates to break ground on.”

Rob thought of the threat of more bandits, and even goblins still in the valley. Could he let them go unescorted?

As if sensing Rob’s worry, Trenton hefted his quarterstaff. “Not to worry. Benton and I can handle ourselves, just fine and dandy.”

Rob didn’t doubt it, but until he was certain the valley was completely safe caution was needed. “Once you have found a good spot, return to Saif and let him know. I want to ensure anything built outside the town limits is protected.”

“As you wish, my Lord. We shall be on our way!” Trenton walked away with a spring in his step, bellowing for Benton.

Rob noted that Trenton never once mentioned Fenton. No doubt, he and his other son had reached some sort of agreement or, at least, an understanding over the young man’s future as an adventurer.

Saif said, “Did you have something in mind for protecting the quarry?”

Rob nodded. “You and I can’t be everywhere, all the time. A town guard, or some kind of militia needs to be established. Some will be posted here, to watch over the town. Others could be tasked with guarding important buildings or locations outside its boundaries.” Quinn, and his rabble of soldiers, couldn’t be counted on to help if there was an emergency in town. Rob doubted the Overlord would even lift a finger.

“Agreed,” Saif said. “We’ll need willing fighters, armor, and weapons.”

Rob noticed Fenton appear from behind a house, and approach them. “I have at least one fighter in mind for the job.”

The former builder stood next to them, but crooked an eyebrow at the men’s grins. “Uh, I didn’t expect you to be all smiles after an invasion,” Fenton said.

The observation made Rob chuckle, despite himself. “We’re not concerned about that. What is concerning is the fact Orbin’s men won’t help if the town is threatened. That is where you come in.”

“Me? What can I do?” Fenton said with comical suspicion.

“I’m making you the sheriff of this town.”

“What, by the Many Hells, is a sheriff? I don’t have to fetch water all day, do I?”

Saif cleared his throat. “I believe his Lordship means to appoint you as the Head Ward of Hope.”

Fenton’s suspicion only deepened. “Why would you do that? I’m an adventurer.” He looked hard at Rob. “I want to help you on your adventures, not babysit a bunch of commoners.”

Rob’s expression hardened. “I need someone to help with the defense of Hope. Plus other tasks within the valley that I won’t have time for.”

“Will there be fighting?” Fenton said.

“Most likely. A lot, actually. But when there is a fight, I need someone I can count on. That person would be you. You’re my most skilled fighter.”

Fenton appeared to mull the offer over.

Rob tried to not lose his patience with the younger man, but time was of the essence. “You said you want to help me, right?”

“Yeah.”

“This is how you do it.”

“But I really want to go adventuring, and find treasure,” Fenton said, looking very disappointed. The kid wore his heart on his sleeve.

“I promise, that after I’ve got some matters taken care of, we’ll talk about it, again.”

Fenton said, “So it wouldn’t be forever?”

“No,” Rob said. “Later, we’ll look at getting someone else for the position, if you haven’t changed your mind. But, for now, I need you to do this.”

Fenton’s entire demeanor changed, and he actually brightened a little. “Okay, I’ll do it. I’ll be the Head Ward.” He blinked at a realization. “What kind of salary will I get? Are there benefits? Holidays?”

Saif quickly stepped in. “You and I can discuss the details later.”

“Okay,” said Fenton, the new Head Ward. “Watcha want me to do first?”

“Glad you asked,” Rob said, feeling relieved. He didn’t know what he would have done if Fenton had flat out rejected the offer. “First, we need to talk to the blacksmiths.”

​CHAPTER THREE

––––––––
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They walked through Hope, past small houses which were occasionally separated by empty lots of various sizes; spots for future buildings. Rob became alarmed at the sudden appearance of a small column of smoke ahead, and ran toward it. He came to a halt when he arrived at the spot the blacksmiths had set up their temporary shop.

Kortz was busy hammering at a piece of metal on the anvil, lost in sweaty concentration. A short distance away, Paxx was poking at a smoking pit with a metal rod.

“I see you’ve managed to keep busy,” Rob said, relieved to see both of them were still there, and hadn’t been driven off by the trauma of Orbin’s visit.

“We’re not ones for twiddling our thumbs,” Paxx said. She used the rod to shift some wooden planks over the pit, which did little to subdue the smoke. “There is always something to make or fix.”

Rob stood beside her, covering his mouth with a hand. “What is this for?”

“Charcoal. Takes a while, but it should give us enough fuel to keep the temporary forge going.” She shifted some pieces of wood from a pile and into the pit, which flared.

Fenton was mesmerized by Kortz’s technique with his hammer. “Is that one the goblin swords?”

“Unfortunately,” Kortz said between hammer strikes. “Poorly made with iron, as to be expected. Goblin’s aren’t renowned for their metalcraft. The only time a goblin is well armed is with something stolen.”

Rob said, “Are you repairing it?”

Kortz nodded, sweat dripping from his nose. “This, along with the handful of bits of other gear laying about. But after this, we may actually be twiddling our thumbs. My preference is steel. Stronger, by far.”

“That’s why I’m here,” Rob said. “There is a cave a short distance from here, at the base of the Western mountains. Inside are several steel cages.”

Kortz’s glowering demeanor evaporated immediately. “Really? Steel? How much of it?”

Saif said, “Quite a bit, if I were to guess. I’m not an expert on metals, but there should be enough to make several weapons. I can show you.”

“Great!” the blacksmith said. “Take me to it. I’ll need help transporting it all here, though.”

“I have you covered with that,” Rob said. “Saif, please get some people together and bring them to the cave. Fenton, I want you to escort them for security.”

“No problem!” Fenton said with a grin.

“But you all need to be cautious. I ran into a couple of bandits before, along the path there. It will probably take several trips, so make sure you stay together and keep your eyes peeled.”

“Looks like we’re going to need more charcoal,” Paxx said. She looked delighted at the prospect of making more.

Saif said, “I’ll get you some helpers to fetch more wood.”

Paxx’s beautiful smile widened. “See that, honey. Now we won’t have time to stop sweating.” She made a show of whispering conspiratorially. “It’s the one thing he does alot of. Like, alot.”

Kortz grunted, but looked pleased.

If keeping the blacksmiths here in Hope was a simple matter of keeping them supplied with resources, Rob was prepared to bend over backwards to accommodate them.

“Okay, good luck. I’m off.” He started to walk north down the flagstone street.

“My lord!” Saif called out to him. “Shouldn’t you be going south, toward the trading post?”

“I have something to check, first.” Rob said, with a wave.

He walked on until he passed the last little house of the town, and into the grassy fields beyond it. Several townsfolk were clustered along the distant tree lines, foraging for what, Rob had no clue. Some paused to wave, which he returned in kind.

The flagstone road quickly ended, and became rough ground. He then went east, into rolling, grass covered hills. He soon found what he was looking for, nestled into the side of a rocky hill.

The Resurrection Chamber.

He entered cautiously, not certain if anything may have changed since his last visit. But it looked the same with the large, tilted dias taking up nearly all of the small space. Engraved across its surface was the dragon: Aggu’sun.

Rob looked the engraving over. He’d spent a good chunk of the night thinking about this chamber, and what it could possibly do. Time to test it out.

He touched the surface of the dias, and a familiar menu appeared.

Resurrection Chamber:

Resurrect an NPC

Sever Binding

Invoke a Grand Summoning

Option?

He selected to resurrect an NPC.

Resurrect an NPC:

Please note that only dead NPCs who are directly known to you can be resurrected.

Available Dead NPCs:

Jace - Woodsman/Woodcutter

Breddin - Farmer/Militia

Cost: 5 Large Shards of Life

Resurrected NPCs will initially appear with 1 hit point and no mana. An NPC also cannot be resurrected more than once in the same day.

Rob let out a deep sigh of relief. All night he’d worried the list of names would be blank and Jace would be lost to him forever. But there Jace was. Now all that needed to be done was pay the cost. He had one large shard of life, and needed four more. Breddin’s resurrection would come later.

But where could he find more shards? Getting them had been totally random up to now. But he remembered an old quest he had: ‘Shard today, gone tomorrow’. A shard scholar was being held by bandits in the southern hills. If there was anyone who would know about finding shards, it probably would be him. Hopefully, it was also the same bandits who were involved with the supply chain problem, allowing Rob to complete two quests at once.

For the first time, in what seemed like ages, Rob felt better. These were things he could act on and accomplish. The stress of Orbin’s invasion had really affected him more than he cared to admit, making him feel helpless. Knocking out these two quests would vastly improve the situation, both for him and his kingdom.

As he stepped out of the chamber and into the morning sun, he nearly collided with Erwin.

“There you’re hiding!” the dockmaster exclaimed. “Saif said you were heading  in this direction, so I assumed you could only be looking for me.”

“Uh,” was all Rob could manage before Erwin shoved a long piece of wood in his face.

“Look what I did!” the smaller man said. “Ain’t it just perfect?”

Rob squinted at the object. “You found a piece of ugly driftwood?”

“No! I carved a new oar. Now the kingdom has two. One day, we shall rule the seas!”

The wood looked nothing like an oar to Rob, but he didn’t want to be the one to point it out. “Hey, I’m glad you found me. I have a very important task for you.”

“You want me to make more oars? They’re easy.”

“Even more important than that. I want you to construct a raft; a big one. Something we can tow behind the boat. Think you can manage that?”

Erwin looked mildly offended. “Sure, I can. As long as you’re not expecting anything fancy. But why?”

“I have a plan for pulling out that sarcophagus, once and for all, so please make sure the raft can bear its potential weight.”

“We nearly drowned the first time.”

Rob didn’t feel the need to point out only he had been at risk. Erwin had his own particular way of looking at things. “True, but next time we’ll have water breathing potions.” Or, at least, once he managed to find all the proper ingredients.

The dockmaster’s face was a definitive expression of skepticism. “And what about hauling it all the way up out of the water and onto the raft? Did you happen to learn any new magic to handle that?”

“Not me. But don’t worry about that right now. Can you do it?”

“Of course! When my king commands, I obey. I’m off to find the right pieces of wood.”

Rob left the dockmaster to his own devices and headed south. Instead of backtracking to the road, and cutting through Hope, he followed the tree line, navigating around various logs and piles of split wood Jace had left behind.

Soon, he passed along the eastern side of his little town, giving him a vantage point which allowed him to appreciate what he’d accomplished. Before, there had been only a handful of ramshackle huts huddled up to a grassy hill. Now there was what he could call a proper town, with houses lining a crisscross of streets. And there were people, too. More than he would have expected in such a short amount of time.

And, to top it all off, an actual walled castle. Well, tower. But still a castle in his mind. Sure, it technically was being used by someone else, but it was his. Created through his own efforts.

Progress. If this damn game had to be summed up in one word, that was it. And he’d progressed.

And there was going to be a lot more, if Rob had his way. And he had to. It very well meant his freedom from this world.

​CHAPTER FOUR

––––––––
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Rob circumnavigated around Hope, keeping to the treeline. Occasionally, he saw small groups of people foraging among the bushes, or digging up roots and grubs. Each greeted him wholeheartedly with huge smiles, or with looks of outright awe.

He nodded and waved to each. None were familiar to him. All new faces and looking to him to be their leader. Back in the real world, in his actual life, having so much responsibility foisted upon him would have sent his mind reeling. The job of being a janitor, despite the crappy managers, was very peaceful. Almost serene. What few responsibilities he had outside this simulation paled to what he was up against now. What awaited him if he got out?

When he got out, he thought. He shook his head with frustration. He had to stay focussed and not daydream.

Soon enough, he found himself on the southern road with the castle poking up from behind the trees at the northern bend. He realized those trees had to be removed, and the entire bend cleared, to give the castle an unobstructed view of anything approaching from the road.

He continued south, taking in the sights of his kingdom. Trees, mountains and marsh. Despite not even wanting to be there, Rob had to admit it was beautiful. An almost perfect analog of the Pacific Northwest.

He paused in his walk long enough to look in on Breddin’s farm, which was still next to the road, undisturbed. With the farmer dead, the reconstruction of the man’s farmhouse had stopped. Noone was around. Rob wondered where Breddin’s sons were. Most likely in Hope with their mother. Or so he assumed. A wave of guilt suddenly crashed over him, which he tried to push out of his mind with little success. But he allowed himself to take solace in the fact Breddin was a tragedy he could actually rectify.

After roughly fifteen minutes of quick walking, he came upon a little bridge that crossed a chuckling stream. It was here the huge walls had been located, way back when he first arrived; squeezing in, closer and closer. It seemed years ago when he placed his hand on them. So much had happened since.

Now the walls were gone, and more road presented itself on the other side, leading through even more trees. Without a moment’s more hesitation, he walked over the little bridge and continued on.

Almost immediately, he came across several clusters of Blood Flowers, nestled in among the trees. He methodically attempted to pick each one and managed to gather over half; fifteen in all.

Your Herbatology skill has increased from 3% to 4%.

He moved on and, after only a few minutes, suddenly reached the end of the forest. Where the trees stopped, a vast field of grass extended to the south, nearly out of sight, probably ending at a line of distant mountains.

The road continued due south, disappearing into the tall, swaying grass. Another dirt road crossed the one he was on, leading westward and southeast.

Rob stopped, a little surprised. Not just from the sudden change in scenery, but because there were several structures here. At one corner of the crossroads sat a large building which could be best described as a warehouse; long, rectangular and over two stories high. It was, without a doubt, the biggest building he’d seen in this world, so far. Painted above its front double-doors were words spelled out in comically huge letters: ZUTHUS - Coin or Trade Only.

Directly opposite the warehouse, across the road, was a giant paddock, made from thick logs. Cattle, about a half-dozen, milled about within, chewing on hay. Next to the paddock were several small, sad looking buildings which reminded Rob of the shacks his village had before becoming a town.

The trading post. Now he could finally get down to some business.

But as he started to cross the road, a man exited one of the little buildings and walked toward the paddock.

“Hello!” Rob waved, offering his best smile. “Could you tell me if Zuthus is...”

But before he could finish, the man looked at him in alarm, spun around on one heel and marched back into the little building, slamming the door behind him.

Okay, Rob thought. Not the most welcoming sort, but whatever. It wasn’t a requirement everyone in the valley would cheerfully greet their new king. He tried to not take it too personally.

At the double-doors was a little sign which read ‘All Goblins and Bandits Are Banned From These Premises!’.

Not considering himself either one, Rob walked in.

He entered into a large, open store front. Long, empty shelves lined the wooden walls on all sides. Directly opposite the doors was a counter which ran the width of the room. Behind the counter was a large doorway, which revealed the rest of the warehouse beyond - rows of more empty shelves.

At first glance, the place was completely barren of supplies. Only dust and disappointment.

As he started to walk over to the counter, a loud voice shouted, “Hold right there, brigand!”

Rob stopped and turned in the direction of the voice.

A woman had stepped out from behind some standing shelves, and was aiming a bow at him, string pulled back; arrow at the ready. She was garbed in leather armor and her long red hair was pulled back in a ponytail.

Surprised at this welcome, Rob slowly raised his hands. “Hello,” he said. “I’m looking for Zuthus.”

The woman’s cool gaze bore into him. “Why?” she said.

“I would like to discuss some business with him.”

“I doubt he’d be interested in whatever you’re peddling. Best you slowly back on out of here and don’t return. While you still can.” She pulled on the bow a little more to emphasize her point. Rob noted the arrow didn’t even waiver.

“I’m not here for trouble. I’m a customer,” he said. He’d casually altered his stance so the palm of one hand was pointed directly at the woman. He was prepared to try and blind her with his Sun Bolt spell, if need be, but hoped otherwise. Besides, both his Good Health buff and Damage Shield were up, so, unless there was something unusual about the arrow, it would cause little to no damage.

“The only customers we deal with are Orbin’s soldiers, and you’re not wearing a Drust uniform. So, I’ll tell you for the last time: Get out.” Her voice was heavy with menace.

Okay, Rob thought, Sun Bolt it is.

But before he could cast it, a troglodyte stepped out from the back warehouse and up to the counter. “It’s okay, Lessa. I’ve been expecting him.”

The woman, Lessa, blinked in confusion. “You’ve been expecting this low-leveled rabble?”

The humanoid-lizard shrugged. “He may be of a low level, but this rabble is the king.” He angled his head to regard Rob with one of his huge eyes. “Unless Orbin has dethroned you and you just happen to be looking for a new job?”

Rob blinked at the question. “Not dethroned, no. I’m allowed to carry on as I was, before he showed up.”

The trog’s eye nictated. “Kingdom building?”

“Yes, which is why I’ve come to you.” Rob nodded to Lessa. “Do you mind?”

The woman frowned with obvious disappointment, but lowered her bow. “You don’t look anything like I’d expect for a king. Bandit, sure. But king?”

Rob smiled. “It’s the part I’ve been given and I intend on following through on it.”

As he let Lessa process that, he asked Zuthus, “Let me guess: no supplies left?”

“Nothing left after Overlord Quinn bought it all up. I was expecting a large supply train, but bandits robbed the last one. Nothing will come through until that scum is dealt with.”

“Didn’t Orbin and his army come through here?”

Lessa said, “Like peacocks on parade.”

Zuthus rapped his long talons on the counter. “Yes, but he probably thinks such matters are beneath him. Besides, I’ve been led to believe you’d be handling the bandit problem.”

“Yeah, that would be me.”

“This Overlord Quinn doesn’t strike me as the helpful type. He’s expecting you to handle it all on your own?”

Rob shrugged. “My kingdom, my problem. What about those cows, can I buy those?”

“Not for sale, I’m afraid. I need them once I get another bull. Bandits killed and ate the last one, along with most of the herd. What’s out there is the last in the entire valley.”

Rob resisted the urge to sigh, wanting to present a more kingly presence to these two. “Okay, how many of these bandits are there, and where can I find them?”

“A dozen, at least,” Lessa said. “Their leader is a real piece of work, too. Tough and brutal.”

Sort of what Rob would expect from a bandit leader. “And they’re down south, along the road?”

Zuthus said, “Yes, Lessa will show you where.”

“I will?” Lessa said, surprised.

The trog said, “I don’t need you here, at the moment. There are no supplies to protect. Besides, I think our new king could use the assistance.”

Lessa frowned. “I guess he does.”

“I appreciate the help,” Rob said, relieved. Having someone able to engage at range would be a tremendous boon, especially since there would be a lot of bandits to take on.

Zuthus said, “Once you’ve cleared them out, the supply trains should come through almost immediately. Then we can talk some business.”

Rob nodded to the trader, then asked Lessa, “Are you ready to roll? I want to take care of them now.”

For the first time, Lessa smiled. “I’m always ready.”

With his new companion beside him, Rob went back outside.

​CHAPTER FIVE

––––––––
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As Rob and Lessa stepped out into the crossroads, he spotted the same man from before, again, this time inside the paddock tending to the cows.

The man glared at Rob, then turned his back to the duo as they walked past on the road.

Once they were out of earshot, Rob asked, “Who is that?”

“Who, Miller? He’s a rancher. Or he was one. A real grumpy character, but don’t pay him no mind.”

“Was a rancher?”

“Lost his entire herd to trench lizards and bandits, a while ago. Those cows there are what we had in stock from before. Zuthus felt bad for him so he took Miller on as a hired hand.”

“That would make me pretty grumpy, too,” Rob said. He knew first hand what it was like to have precious things taken from him. “Is there something I could do to help?”

Lessa nodded. “A bull.”

“A bull?”

“We have some cows, but nothing for them to breed with. That would do it.”

You have been given a quest! “Feeling Bullish”

Find and bring a bull to the Zuthus trading post so the herd may have a chance to grow.

Reward: 500 experience points

Rob knew, even before he asked, that the small herd was an issue for his kingdom. As far as he was concerned every problem he encountered, small or large, was his to deal with.

“I’ve never wrangled a bull before,” he said, eyes scanning the sloping hills on either side. “Going to have to get my hands on a Charm Animal spell or shard of some sort.” If he can charm a dragon, a bull should be easy.

“You have to find a bull, first. I’ve been trying to hunt over the last few days, and never seen one.”

The game will provide it, Rob thought. It wouldn’t have created the quest, otherwise. “How much further are these guys?”

“Their area of last activity is just up ahead, beyond those set of hills.”

Rob stopped, and Lessa did, too. “What is it?” she said.

He said, “We need to be more stealthy about this. Follow me.”

They moved off the road and into the tall grass. He led them up to the top of the nearest hill, still masked by the grass, and waited, scanning around. After a while of spotting nothing, he moved them to another hill further along the road. They repeated this several times, even crossing over to the hills on the other side of the road. All the while, they were both tense and ready for combat.

“Maybe they moved to another area,” Lessa said, flexing the fingers of her free hand.

Rob didn’t want his own impatience to get the better of him, but sighed. “I’m going to try something. Don’t be alarmed.” He summoned his shale-mite.

It popped into existence and immediately buzzed around Lessa’s head.

“I’m disgusted, not alarmed,” she said, shooing it away. “What, by the Many Hells, are you doing with that horrid thing?”

Rob sent it flying away. “I’m going to use it to flush them out.” Better than them prowling around for several more fruitless hours. Besides, he was getting tired of grass.

He had the mite fly in a zigzagging fashion; from the road to the treeline, then moving further down to do it again, ready to attack the first bandit it sees. They did this for several more hours. Although this covered more area, it still took time. The fields were huge and the tall grass perfect for hiding in.

When the midday sun had passed overhead, Rob spotted a line of sparkling water in the distance to the southwest. “What’s that?”

“The lake,” Lessa said. Her eyes never stopped searching around them.

“What lake? It looks huge.”

“I don’t know what it’s called. It’s the lake.”

“Maybe they’ve set up a camp down there, near the water.”

Lessa didn’t look convinced. “It’s nowhere near the road. I’d guess it could take us an hour to safely approach it without being seen.”

Rob sighed, rubbing at his beard in thought. If being stealthy wasn’t getting results, another way was needed. He stood up, his head easily visible above the grass and stretched out his aching muscles.

“Hey, are you mad?” she hissed. “They’ll see you.”

“I’m going to fish for bandits. Cover me.” He pushed his way down the hill and onto the road. Standing out in the open, he withdrew his money bag and hefted it in his hand, making it clink loudly.

As if summoned into existence like his shale-mite, three armed men suddenly stepped out from the grass, a short distance away.

“Oye!” one shouted. “Yer money or yer life!”

“Gotcha,” Rob said with a wry grin and pocketed the money bag.

The bandit who shouted grinned back. “Looks like we got one with fight in ‘em, lads. Time for some fun.”

As the three advanced, the first bandit was struck in the leg with one of Lessa’s arrows, and went down shrieking. “I took an arrow to the knee!”

A sunbolt to the second’s face stalled him long enough for Rob to close the distance and send him flying back with shield-bash. The third bandit was undeterred and managed to strike Rob’s exposed side with a nasty looking short sword.

Rob turned his attention to his attacker. For several long moments, they exchanged blows; some landing, but most missing. The bandit began to stagger and fumble his swings and Rob pressed the attack.

Suddenly, an arrow sprouted from Rob’s left shoulder, piercing his mail shirt. Confused at first, thinking Lessa had accidently done it, he saw a bandit archer standing on a nearby hill.

“I’ll get him!” Lessa called out, and fired at the archer.

Rob gritted his teeth through the pain as he blocked several attacks with his buckler. He was annoyed to see his Damage Shield was gone.

To make matters worse, two more bandits rushed out of the grass at him.

Rob swore under his breath, and used Sweep the moment they were in range, striking all three. With the moment of respite, he cast Damage Shield. Now he was out of mana.

He was more than a little concerned with how well the bandits fought, better than even the gnolls in the Annex Marsh. But Rob was better. Even outnumbered, he still managed to dispatch the bandits.

Having taken out the archer, Lessa joined him. “That was fun,” she said.

Rob panted heavily, noting she wasn’t even breathing hard. “We’re not done,” he said while wrenching out the arrow.

“We’re not?”

The grass further down the road rustled and several figures emerged and faced them. The tallest of the group spoke. “Look here, we got some easy pickings.”

Rob peered at him.

Bandit Leader (Elite)

Oh, boy, Rob thought.

The leader was armed with a nasty looking weapon; a handle and long chain with a spiked metal ball at the end. A morning star. He was flanked by four bandits. Forming a line, they moved forward.

Rob immediately chugged a Large Mana potion and told Lessa to fall back. She did so, firing arrows rapidly at the advancing line.

Not wanting to engage them just yet, Rob backpedaled, keeping his distance. The bandits laughed at his apparent cowardice, but he didn’t care.

At a bellow from their leader, the bandits broke into a charge.

As one got the closest, Rob’s mana ticked to ten, and he cast Sunbolt, striking him in the face. He then used Sweep on the other three, before raining blows upon them.

Between his constant attacks, and Lessa’s arrows, they slowly dispatched the bandits one by one. All the while, the leader stood back and simply watched.

Eventually, all the attackers were dead at Rob’s feet. He turned his attention to the leader. He was more than a little concerned at the grinning man’s bravado. There was something wrong with the situation.

“Surrender,” Rob said. “We’ll let you leave the valley in peace.” He noted his Damage Shield was gone again, and was down twenty hit points. A glance to Lessa showed she was no worse for wear.

The leader laughed. “Ha! Leave? I think not, little king. The only thing I’ll be doing is feeding your corpse to a trench lizard.”

Rob shrugged. He’d hoped for an easy way, but he could do the hard way, just as well.

Without responding, Rob quickly moved forward, casting Sunbolt.

The leader snarled as he flinched from the attack. The bolt struck him on the side of the head. One of Lessa’s arrows hit him in the chest, making him grunt and causing a short wave of blue light to ripple at the point of impact.

Damn, Rob thought. He’s got a Damage Shield, too!

As Rob rushed forward, he was nearly caught by a swing of the morning star. Its range was incredibly wide.

The leader laughed as he swung it faster and faster around, driving Rob back. The bandit also changed his positioning, keeping Rob between him and Lessa, spoiling her aim.

The spiked ball crashed loudly against Rob’s buckler, sending painful vibrations up his arm. The wide swings kept Rob’s own attacks well out of range.

Okay, enough of the fun way, he thought.

The shale-mite flew out of the nearby grass where Rob had surreptitiously kept it hidden. The massive bug easily dipped under the morning-star swings and attached itself to the leader’s face.

The large man fell back, shouting. He dropped the weapon and used his hands to try and remove the ravenous insect which was tearing at his flesh, showing Rob the bandit’s Damage Shield was gone.

As the man flailed about, Rob managed to hit him many times, with Lessa landing several arrows.

Eventually, the leader managed to pull the mite off, and crushed it in his massive grip. But when he tossed the bug’s corpse aside, Rob heaved forward with his buckler.

The Shield-Bash sent the bandit flying and he crashed with a sickening thud against a rocky outcrop on the roadside.

Rob and Lessa stood before him and watched. The leader was quickly bleeding to death.

“Not much time left,” the bandit leader managed to say through the ruins of his face.

“I gave you a choice,” Rob said. “But you chose this. I’ll make this quick.” He raised his mace high.

“No! Wait! Please!” the bandit begged. “I have something. Something very important.” He searched in a small pouch with bloody hands. “You will need these to escape.”

The word escape made Rob hesitate, and lower his mace. “What did you say?”

“Yes, little king,” the bandit said. “I know you. Everyone knows you want to leave this world.”

Now he really had Rob’s attention. But the bandit was mere seconds away from bleeding to death, making Rob consider giving him a healing potion so he could explain.

The leader pulled his hands out of the pouch, clenched in fists.

Lessa said, “I don’t think this is-“

But before she could finish, the bandit opened his hands, exposing a large sharded stone in each.

Uh oh.

Instinctively, Rob tried to strike at the bandit’s hands, but was too late.

The bandit grinned with a ragged, bloody mouth, and squeezed one of the stones.

Blinding light enveloped the world and a tremendous crackle deafened Rob. Pain consumed him.

You have been struck by Lightning for 85 hit points of damage!

Rob found himself tossed through the air to crash on his head to the ground.

Stunned, it took several moments for him to regain his senses. Fingers of electricity danced over his mail shirt. He tried to stand, but found his legs disagreed with the action.

A low chuckling made him look up.

The bandit, at death’s door, glared at Rob with maniacal triumph and squeezed the other shard.

The world exploded with horrific light.

You have been struck by Lightning for 100 hit points of damage!

You have died.

​CHAPTER SIX

––––––––
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The world was nothing but white. But, at least, there wasn’t any more pain. After an indiscernible amount of time, Rob’s vision slowly cleared, like a thick white fog dissipating.

He was laying on his side in a fetal position atop a dias of Aggu’sun. Blinking at his surroundings, he realized where he was. The resurrection chamber.

Standing, he found his ears still roared with lightning. No, not lightning. He peered through the open doorway to the fields of swaying grass. It was the sound of the ocean, just beyond the darkening horizon.

He had died. Damn. And not just died, but completely fried to an agonizing crisp. He stood, relieved he could do so, and looked himself over. Everything he wore was clean, but frayed from use. A large black scorch mark covered his entire right shoulder of his mail shirt where the last bolt had struck.

Lightning. Now that hit hard. No wonder Saif was able to scare off a dragon with such a spell.

I need that spell, he thought as he stepped outside. Dusk was fast approaching, the moon hanging low over the eastern mountains. The wind played through his thinning hair, making him suddenly clap the top of his head. His helmet. It was while he searched the floor of the chamber, then outside in the immediate area, that he knew where it was. The death penalty.

He would lose one equipped item upon dying. His helmet was gone into the gaming void, or wherever things from here went. Everything else appeared to be present and accounted for. 

But there was more pain. Checking his experience points, he found his entire progress to the next level had been wiped out. That included whatever he’d gained during the bandit fight. Now, instead of being at around 7% toward level seven, he was at zero.

He grumbled some colorful phrases and rubbed his beard. Well, at least he was at the beginning of a new level. He was still level six. Had he been further along, he probably would have lost more, as a result.

And, he had killed the damn bandits. Curious he missed something when dying, he scrolled through his combat log, but didn’t find a quest completion message. The quest was still active, and the supplies were still in limbo. What the hell? Then he remembered Lessa, and quickly checked the NPC resurrection list at the dais. Her name wasn’t there. So, there was at least that going for him.

Annoyed at everything, Rob headed south. He had to get back and see what the hold up was.

Not wanting to have to explain the situation to Saif, or anyone else, he stayed away from town and moved through the treeline. As he passed Hope, he could see people moving about, each with their own personal light spells active against the gloom. Rob didn’t want to draw attention to himself, so he stumbled along as best he could. The moonlight offered enough for him to manage his way.

Once he was a good distance away, and certain not to be seen, he cast Light. Reaching the road, he broke into a run. His Medallion of Speed lived up to its name, boosting his pace, which he found a little exhilarating. As he hurried along, he alternated between running, and a brisk jog while his energy regenerated.

Soon, he’d reached the trading post, its shuttered windows revealing light from their outlines; Zuthus safely inside, awaiting his supplies. The little shacks by the empty paddock were completely dark. The cows had probably been moved indoors, somewhere, for safety.

It didn’t take long for Rob to reach the spot of the fight. Various bandit corpses littered the ground. But no Lessa. He called out her name several times, but all he heard was the whispering of the grass all around. Had she returned to the trading post?

He located the body of the leader, and the spot where he, himself, had died. Black scorch marks splayed across the ground and the outline of a man’s body could be made out, like a burnt shadow. His own outline.

Sitting on it was a small cloth bag. Rob gave a laugh and scooped it up. His money! He’d completely forgotten all money on his person would be dropped at the spot of his death.

Okay, things weren’t all bad, then.

He checked the leader’s battered corpse for loot, which bristled with arrows. The morningstar was large and unwieldy, even though its damage was better than his mace. He’d have to use both hands, foregoing the buckler. After several test swings, Rob dropped it in frustration. No, he’ll stick with what he could handle.

Next was a ring.

Simple Ring of Strength

+1 Strength

Value: 100 gold pieces

Whoa. As he slipped it on, his strength went up to 15. Nice! Now he had the necessary strength to use the sword he’d discovered in the mountains. Finally, a weapon upgrade.

There were two pouches on the leader’s belt. In one, he found a sharded stone.

Stone of Cast Lightning

Casts a lightning bolt upon use. Target must be within line of sight.

Electrical damage 80-125 hit points.

Rob gently twirled the stone in his fingers. How could something so small pack such a wallop? But he was glad to have it, and slipped it away.

He picked up the second pouch and found its opening sewn shut.

Pouch of Moderate Holding (sealed)

Perplexed, Rob tried pulling the opening apart, but the seams wouldn’t give, no matter how hard he tried. It was then he realized it must be magically sealed. Was a spell required to unseal it? Regardless, he decided to keep it, just in case.

He stood, quite satisfied and looked over the carnage within his light’s radius. Bodies, weapons, and armor, oh, my! All the gear could be used and he would have to arrange for help carrying them back to Hope.

“Hey!” a voice hissed from the tall grass.

Jumping back in alarm, Rob was quickly relieved to see Lessa emerge from the gloom.

“You’re alive,” he said.

“I’m alive?” she said, amused. “I watched you get turned to ash right there. And, yet, here you are, looting bodies.”

Rob realized the paradox of returning from the dead. How would he explain it to her? But then he caught her wry grin. “I figured you would be more than a little confused. I-,” he started to say before she burst into laughter.

“No need to explain, anything,” she said. “You’re the Chosen One. Resurrection is one of your gifts from the gods. I get it. I’m a bit jealous, sure. Who wouldn’t be of someone who can’t be permanently killed.”

“That is certainly one way to look at it,” Rob said. “It’s a novelty I don’t want to keep repeating. Losing fights sucks.”

“Well, you didn’t lose this one, but we’re not done, yet. I chased the sole survivor, an archer, to the bandit’s main base camp.”

“I assumed there were still more. How many?”

“Ten or so. Can’t be certain. Once the archer arrived there screaming bloody murder, a horde of them appeared. I had to cancel my light, and slink back here.”

Rob sighed. “I intend to finish this once and for all, if you’re up for more.”

“Up for more? I live for the excitement of a good fight.”

“Great, please lead the way,” he said, relieved to still have his backup.

“Cancel your light, and stay close.”

He did, then followed her into the tall grass.

They slowly made their way through dark fields, saying nothing. Although it was nearly impossible to see, the stars and moon helped. Eventually, they crested the side of a hilltop, and a small camp could be seen at its base. A half-dozen tents of various sizes clustered around a huge bonfire. Several men were moving about, highly agitated. From this vantage point, Rob could make out an argument. They couldn’t decide who was to be their new leader. Apparently, everyone wanted the job.

“They’ve worked themselves up into quite the lather,” Lessa whispered.

“Good,” Rob said, fishing around one of his pouches. “We’ll use that. Start shooting once I make my move.”

He crouch-walked through the grass, pausing every time one of the bandits faced his direction. Once he was just at the edge of the camp’s light, he squatted down and waited.

A scuffle broke out, next to the bonfire, with four or five bandits clustered together, punching and shouting. 

Perfect, Rob thought. As he focussed on the group, he squeezed the stone. He felt it crack like an egg, sending a strange pulse up his arm.

You cast Lightning!

Suddenly, a terrifying bolt of lightning shot out of the sky above and enveloped the melee. Instantly, five bandits crumpled to the ground. A sixth was flung back into the grass, on fire and screaming.

Rob charged out from the darkness, swinging his mace and shouting what must have been a war cry to his adrenaline charged brain.

The fight was brief. With the element of surprise, Rob’s crazed energy, and Lessa’s near perfect aim, they dispatched the remaining bandits.

As Rob shield-bashed the last to the dirt, a message appeared.

Quest Complete: The Supplies Are Dry

You have eliminated all of the bandits, clearing the southern road for supply convoys to regain access to the trading post.

Reward: 1,000 experience points

Rob let out a sigh of relief. About damn time.

“That did it?” Lessa said as she entered the camp. She had an arrow in her bow at the ready.

“Yes, no more bandits. Let’s check each of these tents, though.”

Five of the tents contained only simple bedding and personal items; nothing of value. But the sixth did have a surprise.

As Rob pushed the flap aside with his buckler, he saw a portly, bearded man huddled in the back. The man was bound and gagged with leather straps, and looked utterly annoyed.

Rob was momentarily surprised, until he realized who this was. “You’re the Shard Scholar.”

The man stared at him wearily for a moment, then nodded slowly.

Rob couldn’t help but laugh and helped remove the man’s restraints.

With hands free, the man pulled off the gag. “Oh, by the Many Hells that feels better.” He squinted at Rob. “But do I know you? How do you know my profession? Did the guild send you?” His voice was deep and gravelly. 

“Not any guild. I have a quest to save you.”

“Well, it appears my luck isn’t as bad as I thought it was. I figured it had completely run out after being captured by those thugs. 

“What happened?”

“What happened? Why, the worst thing possible for a man of my station. I was making my way north along the road when we were ambushed. Those cursed bandits murdered all my bodyguards and dragged me here.” He looked apoplectic. “They put their filthy, murderous hands on my beautiful robe! Look at it! Do you know how hard and long I toiled to earn this vermilion garb? The guild doesn’t just hand them out to any fool.”

The robe was a deep purple and, despite being a little dirty, was quite beautiful. Far nicer than Saif’s robe.

“Which guild?” Rob asked.

“The Shard Scholar’s Guild, of course,” the man said. “Now, I need to get rid of this damned thing.” He pulled back his thick, gray beard to expose something around his neck.

Rob recognized it instantly. “A draining collar.” He hadn’t a clue how to remove it.

“So as to keep me quelled, not that I need access to my mana to have dealt with those ruffians. Have you dispatched them all? The leader has a very valuable pouch of mine.”

“All dead,” Lessa said.

Rob showed him the sealed pouch. “Is this it?”

“Aha!” the man cried, snatching it from Rob’s grasp before he even knew what happened. The man mumbled a few words under his breath and the pouch opened. He jammed a chubby hand into it and dug around.

“What’s in it?” Rob said, feeling a little worried. He may have saved him, but that didn’t make him instantly trustworthy.

“I’m a shard scholar,” he said, “so it could be deduced I would have sharded stones. Ah, here it is!” He pulled a stone out, squinted at it for a moment to ensure it was what he was looking for, then tapped it against the draining collar. Instantly, the collar, and the stone, crumbled to dust.

“What spell was that?” Rob said, intrigued.

“Negate magic,” the scholar said while brushing the dust off his robe. “Quite valuable, as you can imagine. Now, some fresh air, if you don’t mind.”

They emerged from the tent, and the man stretched and laughed. “Glorious freedom. Ah, now this is how I like seeing bandits: dead,” he said, looking at the various bodies strewn about.

Rob was happy the man was not traumatized from his ordeal. “What’s your name?”

“Unger.”

“I’m Robert, this is Lessa.”

Unger shook their hands. “Very pleased to make your acquaintance. Very pleased.”

“This is Lord Robert, actually,” Lessa said. “King of, well, everything you see.”

“Rob is fine,” Rob said, a little annoyed. Why dwell on formalities?

Unger’s eyes widened. “Ah, so you’re the king? I was making my way to the trading post specifically to sell shards to whomever the new king was.”

“I certainly will have a need for them,” Rob said. But maybe not have the gold for them, just yet. “Okay, I need to go through this gear and take the best with us. I’ll send a group later to pick up the rest.”

“Ah, you want your well earned loot, do you,” Unger said. “Then allow me to expedite the process.” He took out another stone from his pouch and used it.

Suddenly, a tortoise appeared. It was huge, as big as a small car, with a wide shell. A crown of crystals line its circumference, creating a bowl of sorts.

“This should make things easier,” the scholar said with a proud grin.

They loaded up the tortoise with all the weapons and armor from the bodies, creating a pile upon its shell. Then they headed back to the road, this time lighting the way without fear of a bandit ambush.

Once there, the bodies of the leader and his minions were stripped. The pile grew, but the creature easily handled the weight.

“Okay, back to the trading post,” Rob said, a little disappointed he hadn’t found any equipment better than what he already had. He noticed Unger wiping sweat from his brow. “Are you alright to walk there? It’s not that far.”

“My dear man, after what I’ve been through, I’d walk there on my hands, if it were physically within my means. Yes, I’m perfectly fine. I am free, after all.”

They walked north, tortoise in tow.

A message appeared.

Quest complete: Shard Today, Gone Tomorrow

You have rescued the Shard Scholar. Maybe he could be convinced to join your kingdom?
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