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A broken kingdom for a reluctant king.

Robert was content with his life as a night-shift janitor. No stress, no worries, and no responsibilities. But this idyllic existence is turned upside down when he suddenly finds himself trapped inside a fantasy Role Playing Game.

Confused and alone he must find a way to escape back to his own world and, more importantly, to his daughter. But to do that he must take up the biggest responsibility of all:

To rule a kingdom.

​PROLOGUE

––––––––

[image: ]


They had never seen structures more fantastic or colossal as the walls. From one horizon to the other, they stretched, perhaps so far as to encircle the world. No one knew for certain.

Their height could not be calculated, vaulting well past the highest clouds and up to where only the Gods could go. Maybe even beyond.

Their color was deep gray like a silt-filled pond and despite a steel-like surface, did not glint with the morning sun.

Livio had been making his morning trek to the well, lost in thought and contemplating the growing miseries of the kingdom, when he crested a hill and saw it. He stopped in his tracks and gaped in wonder.

The western wall.

It shouldn't be here, he thought. It's moved closer.

Livio's eyes scanned down the wall's great height to the grassy field at its base. The well had been in the middle of that field and now the way to it was blocked.

If he had to guess, the well was a good hundred paces or more behind where the wall now sat.

Yesterday, this wall lined the mountain range that defined the western edge of the valley. Now it was here in the valley plain itself. Three leagues distance traveled in one day. How was that even possible?

It will be at castle hill by tomorrow and then what?

Livio dropped the buckets he'd been carrying, icy fear washing through his body. He had to tell Saif, and quickly.

Turning away from the towering thing, he hurried back down the grassy hill toward the kingdom's main road. It meandered from north to south through the center of the valley, occasionally revealing faded side roads or riding paths which now all went nowhere. Other than the main road, everything else was blocked off as the walls squeezed in.

He followed the road northward toward camp, in the direction of the sea. The morning sun winked at him through the forest canopy to the east. A dull thudding sound carried through the trees. Jace was cutting wood as he always did. The hope had been to build some proper homes for future residents of their failing kingdom. But what good was that now if no one could even get in?

His mind raced with panicked thoughts. They could build a boat instead of more sad little houses, and sail away to safety. With the rest of the valley encircled by walls, north was the only direction unobstructed.

But how long until even that last avenue of escape was denied to them?

Like the rest of the few remaining residents, Livio could not understand what was happening. Two weeks prior, the walls simply appeared at the furthest edges of the kingdom. And each day, the immense structures moved inward from all sides passing over towns and villages.

What happened to the people inside those places? Did they simply go to sleep one night with the wall on one side of them, to wake up the next morning to find it on the other?

Some whispered they thought those people were no more. In fact, everything behind the walls was gone. The entire world had vanished, and all that was left was this pathetic little kingdom, shrinking smaller and smaller.

He huffed along the road as fast as his tired legs could move. He passed empty shacks and huts along the way, a stark reminder of the valley's other strange problem: people simply disappeared. It was thought a few were caught on the other side of the walls when they moved. But that could not account for all the missing.

The other day, Livio had helped George, a local farmer, build a pen to keep his cows from wandering into the lower valley where they could be eaten by trench lizards. When Livio returned the next morning to finish the work, George and his cows were gone. Morning cook fire still burning, the gate on the pen closed and securely fastened. He had searched for hours, but found nothing. No sign of struggle or hint as to what befell the poor farmer and his stock.

When folks tried to explain these disappearances, a word would inevitably bubble up in their conversations. A word so abhorrent and foul, it was never usually spoken unless under the influence of one of Fumi's more potent alcoholic concoctions.

Deletion.

As Livio followed a bend in the road, he caught a glimpse of the wall to the west through the trees, slicing through the lowland forests and stretching northward.

A chill ran up his spine at the sight of it. There was another bizarre trait the walls possessed that only added to the rumor they were the creation of some dark magic. They did not cast shadows. None. It was as if they weren't even there. An elaborate illusion placed here to thwart a rational mind.

But they were as solid as stone and completely immune to any attempts to break through them, magical or otherwise.

It had to be greater magic at work. Yet, how was that even possible?

Sure, the world was filled with fantastic things, he'd seen that himself. But nothing even came close to this.

Had they angered the Gods? Was this punishment for what happened before?

He shook his head with frustration. The answers were beyond him. It had never been his place to even consider such things. He was just a Castellan after all. Well, he would be one officially if the kingdom had an actual castle. He'd hoped one would eventually be built, once a king had chosen to lead them. But with the walls closing in, it looked like that would never happen now.

Finally, he arrived at the camp at the base of castle hill (the one with no castle) and ran into its center space, looking frantically about. Only one other person was here amongst the tents and lean-toes.

Fumi was hunched over a table using a hand axe to chop a skinned rat into small bite-sized pieces. As Livio appeared, she looked to his hands and glared at him. “Did you forget to bring the water, again?”

“No,” Livio said, panting. He stopped to catch his breath, resting his hands on his knees. “Where's Saif?”

“How are we going to boil rats without water?” the cook said. “Can't eat rat unless it's good and boiled. Makes the flesh less chewy.”

The thought of eating more rat made Livio sick to his stomach. But ever since the walls appeared, and halted all trade in and out of the kingdom, food stocks dwindled quickly. And even the wild game started to vanish. Now, they'd been reduced to eating the only easy meat source left in the entire valley. Rats.

Livio shook his head and pointed. “The western wall! It's past the well, now!”

Fumi's eyebrows beetled on her forehead at this revelation. “So you're saying there's no water for boiling rats. Is that it? Why don't you go see if there is anything left in the rain drums?”

Not wanting to get into another losing argument with the old woman, Livio persisted. “Where has Saif gone to? I have to tell him.”

Fumi spat on the ground and wiped her face with her apron. “I think he's back up on the cliffs, still contemplating jumping. I wish he'd get it over and done with. We could use a new Sage. What good's a Sage if he ain't got any answers to our problems?”

But Livio was already running, following the road through the camp to the north.

“Tell him we're having unboiled rat for breakfast!” Fumi called after him.

He raced along the road as it slowly dipped toward the sea. Instead of following it down to the shoreline, he left the road and went eastward to the cliffs.

Saif had been coming here daily now for over a week. Without a king to lead them, he'd become the acting steward of the kingdom. Normally, a Sage would only council a king and, at times, act as his proxy when the king was off adventuring. The Sage was the person others could go to for guidance or answers.

But Saif did not have answers for what had befallen them. He barely could comprehend the questions. And who could? Other than the Gods, of course. Where had these walls come from? Who made them? What was going to happen? What should they do?

The pressure became immense. Each unanswered question a heavy stone placed on the Sage's shoulders. One which had to be carried on until he had an answer to remove it. But the answers never came.

Livio was relieved to see Saif standing near the cliff's edge. Each time Livio had come to give him more bad news, he worried the Sage would no longer be there, dashed on the jagged rocks below. He felt guilty adding to the wiseman's misery, but who else was there to tell?

As he approached, he noticed Saif was facing the direction of the sea beyond the cliff, head bowed, eyes closed. Was he praying? Livio stopped and waited, unsure if he should interrupt. He shifted from foot to foot, nervous.

Then he saw something past the sea, far in the distance and his heart sank.

Another wall. This one stretched from east to west. Although he could not see it, Livio knew this one joined up with the others.

“We're trapped,” Livio said, his lips trembling.

At his words, Saif opened his eyes and looked to him.

Livio was shocked to see the man was crying.

“Livio,” Saif said with a sad smile. “My dear friend. Have you come with more news?”

“Yes, sire,” Livio said.

“Please don't call me that. I've asked you not to. I'm not your king.”

Livio shifted from foot to foot, embarrassed. “Sorry, Sage, I didn't mean offense.”

Saif shook his head. “No need to apologize. Not from you, of all people.”

Livio did not know what to make of this statement, he and the Sage had never been close friends. “The western wall has moved closer. Much closer. It's almost at the road and now blocks the well.”

Saif stared sadly at Livio for a few moments before speaking. “Do you believe in sacrifices, Livio?”

Confused by this odd reaction to his news, Livio said, “I don't understand, Sage. What manner of sacrifice do you mean?”

“One that could potentially save us all. A great sacrifice that might stop the destruction of our kingdom. If such an option existed, would you take it?”

Livio gave the strange question some thought. “I believe whatever option that could save us should be taken, regardless of the cost. Why?”

Saif's smile widened, but it did not lose its sadness. “I have something.”

His hands were cupped before him, as if the Sage had caught a fairy which tended to come down to the shore and dance in the ocean spray. He opened his hands. Something glowed white from within his palm.

Livio's eyes widened in shock. “By the Gods! Is that a...” He was afraid to even say the words for fear it would make the object disappear.

“Yes,” Saif said, looking upon it. “It is a Grand Gemstone of Summoning.”

The jewel was the size of a japper fish, but more beautiful. White in color, its faceted design was shaped like a teardrop. Its translucence made it appear ghostly, like a dream.

“Where did you get it?” Livio asked in amazement.

“What if I told you that my prayers had finally been answered? That Aggu'sun, herself, came out of the sea to give it to me?”

Livio blinked in disbelief. Aggu'sun? One of the greater gods? He gave a fearful glance at the sea beyond the cliff. Its waters roiled angrily as they always did. These waters had been the bane of any sea faring trade for the kingdom and could not be tamed other than by the largest of ships. But few ever did.

To Livio's relief, he did not see a great black dragon frolicking in its waves or rushing toward them. If Aggu'sun had been here, she had returned to its dark depths.

Livio looked at Saif. The Sage was still crying, his face a strange mix of joy and sadness. If the wiseman believed that the gemstone had been given to him by one of the gods, then who was Livio to tell him otherwise? Besides, he had the summoning stone in his hand!

“I would say it's about time,” Livio said with a smile.

Saif laughed and wiped a hand across his face. “Ah, Livio. I am so glad to hear you say that. But with the walls closing in, we haven't much time.”

“The dais?” Livio whispered.

The Sage nodded. “Will you come with me and help me with the summoning?”

“Of course, Sage,” Livio said with a hint of pride. To take part in a summoning was unheard of. And here he was asked to help! Wait until he told Fumi, she would be beyond jealous.

“Come then,” Saif said, waving for Livio to follow. They walked together in the direction of the dais, side by side. After a few moments, Saif placed a hand on Livio's shoulder. “You are a good man, Livio. Have I told you that before?”

“No, Sage,” Livio said. In fact, Saif would often curse him when he made a mistake or spoiled an undertaking which was a common occurrence. The Sage was never cruel about it, just disappointed. Which made his praise of him now all the more important to Livio.

“Well, it's true. You are a good man. And one I will always hold in my prayers.”

Livio nodded with mild embarrassment. “Thank you, Sage.” Were they friends now? Did this mean he would no longer be cursed out?

The dais sat recessed within a rocky outcropping near the cliffs. As they approached Livio felt a sense of awe at the place. This was where the summoning would begin. Hallowed and sacred. It was from here that the kingdom might be saved.

The two men entered the recess and looked at the dais. A wide circular stone, like a table, sat up at a tilted angle facing them. Across its flat surface was a stylized carving of a black dragon. Aggu'sun.

Livio had only been here once before, simply out of curiosity. It was forbidden to be near the dais. But now he had been asked. His pride grew.

“Please, stand over there, would you?” Saif said.

Livio did as he was told and moved to a spot next to the raised section of the dais.

Saif held the gemstone in his hands with a reverence only the wisest of men could appreciate. He understood the principles of the summoning and the sacred importance it held. “With this stone, our kingdom will be saved. May the Gods bless us, from above and below.”

“May the Gods bless us, from above and below,” Livio said. He was familiar with the chant, considered lucky by some. He'd been saying it since he was a child. It made his mother laugh with delight each time.

“Please, Livio, could you place your hands on the dais?”

Livio did not notice the change of tone in the Sage's voice, so caught up in being in this sacred place. He placed his hands on the side of dais as if to push at it.

The dais was cool to the touch, but felt alive at the same time. Magic?

“Thank you, my friend,” Saif said. He leaned over and gently placed the gemstone into the empty eye-socket of the dragon. It fit perfectly.

The moment the gemstone clicked into place, the dais grew warm.

Livio gasped and smiled at the sensation. Magic! He was taking part in the grandest of magical ceremonies. Him, Livio. Wait until he told Fumi. He'd be able to rub it in her face for years!

The dais began to glow with a dark effusing light and grew warmer to the touch.

Both men stared at it, mesmerized.

Suddenly, a blue arc of electricity burst from the gemstone and danced across the surface of the dais. Then another. Soon the face of the dais was alive with electrical fire.

Alarmed, Livio tried to pull his hands away, but couldn't. They were stuck in place. He looked to Saif for help.

But the Sage didn't move to aid him. Instead, the wiseman simply stood and watched. As if this was exactly what he expected to happen.

Livio remembered Saif's words about sacrifice, and a sense of dread fell upon him.

Electricity traveled up Livio's arms, scorching his flesh and he screamed.

“I'm sorry, Livio,” Saif said loudly, so he could be heard. “But a life must be exchanged for a life. If a king will not choose us, then we must choose him. There is no other way.”

Fear seized Livio, and he struggled to pull away from the dais, but couldn't.

He knew then that he was dying.

As he screamed for the last time, and his vision was consumed by electrical flames, a single thought popped into his mind.

Who was going to fetch the water, now?

​CHAPTER ONE

––––––––
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“Someone puked in the men's room on the eighth floor. Clean it up, would you?”

Robert Barron looked up from scrubbing a coffee stain fused to the tiled floor of the office kitchen. “Eighth floor?” he said. “That's Scott's floor. I'm nine through eighteen.”

His manager, Mr. Oswald, stood in the kitchen's doorway, frowning down at him. “Scott called in sick, so I'm going to need you to do his rounds as well. Sorry, but there was no time to call in for a relief janitor.” The last was said with dripping sarcasm. There was no relief janitor. Just Rob and Scott.

Rob sat back on his knees, annoyed. Double rounds meant twice as much back breaking cleaning. “So, I'll get overtime for this, right?”

Mr. Oswald sniffed. “Sorry, as you're aware the company doesn't compensate employees for working additional hours. Policy. You'll still need to clock out at six, though.”

Anger prickled up Rob's neck. “How am I expected to clean eighteen floors tonight all on my own by six tomorrow? It's impossible.” It was more than impossible, it was insane. An entire eight-hour shift was needed to do his floors alone, and that's with skipping lunch and taking shorter breaks.

His manager shrugged. “Do your best, but get it done.” He plucked the last stale donut from a box on the counter which Rob had been hoping to eat. “Just remember that employee reviews are next week and we wouldn't want this showing up on your record.”

Biting into the donut, he walked away, leaving Rob with his rage.

Rob tossed the scrub brush into the bucket of soapy water with a splash. Double rounds. He'd never attempted that before, but now he had to or else he could be reprimanded and possibly fired.

He wiped a hand over his receding hairline and glared up at the fluorescent lights on the ceiling. This job was not meant to be stressful. It was a large part of the reason he took it in the first place. He'd hoped working as a night janitor would absolve him of the stress other jobs were burdened with. He could zone out and clean, then return home, taking none of his job's problems with him. Free of responsibility, he could concentrate on his one true passion: Reading.

He sighed. This wasn't what he signed up for, but he had no choice in the matter now. He needed the money, desperately.

With a sigh, he pulled out his phone and checked the time. Ten thirty. Less than eight hours to do the work of two people.

As he returned the phone to his pocket, it trilled the arrival of a message.

Can I call you later? Need to talk.

It was from Anika, his daughter.

He was always happy to hear from her, but to get a message at this time of night worried him. Need to talk? Was she in trouble?

Fighting the impulse to call her back, he sent an OK, then slipped the phone into his pocket and returned to his work. His mind roiled with new worries.

Finished with the kitchen, he trumped down the stairs to the eighth floor. He could have taken the elevator, but this was the only exercise he got. At fifty two years of age, he needed to watch his health. Sitting behind a desk might have been appealing for someone of his age, but staying fit was a top priority. Another reason he'd picked this job.

As he opened the men's room door the acrid smell of vomit hit him. He paused, giving himself a moment to build up the resolve to go inside.

He was not meant to be here at this point in his life. His wife, Rita, had always joked they'd be together on a beach somewhere in the tropics, drinking obscenely overpriced drinks when they were both over fifty.

They started a business together, selling old furniture of all things. Not quite antiques, but interesting enough to catch the eye of a would-be collector or someone looking for a bargain. The business had done well. For six years they worked at building it up, even at the sacrifice of their own creature comforts.

That beach was calling to them. Early retirement.

Then Rita was diagnosed with melanoma and died nine months later.

Devastated, Rob sold the business at a loss, and walked away from his old life. He wanted something which wouldn't require too much thinking or responsibility.

Only their daughter, Anika, helped him keep his sanity during those dark times. And, although the pain of their loss had faded to a dull ache, it would never truly go away. But at least they had each other.

Of course, now here he was, working up the courage to clean up puke. No early retirement. No beach. No expensive drinks.

No Rita.

Rob entered the bathroom to do Scott's job, lost in his thoughts of what could have been.

It wasn't until three in the morning before he reached the ninth floor. He'd jumped to the first and worked his way up to the eighth again, speeding along as fast as he could. Now he could start on his part of the building.

He was tired and cranky as he entered the main room of an accounting firm. Rows of desks with computers filled the space, the night sky darkening, the windows that lined one wall.

As he hurriedly cleaned, he heard a sound coming from one of the side offices, the ones used by managers. He poked his head inside.

A security guard sat at one of the computers, staring wide eyed at its monitor. He moved a mouse around with furtive movements, clicking at its buttons and mashing fingers against the keyboard.

“What's up, Todd?” Rob said, moving into the office to get a better look at the monitor.

“Oh, hey, Rob,” Todd said without looking away.

On the screen, a little digital wizard was blasting fireballs at a horde of digital skeletons.

“Leveling?” Rob asked. Todd was always playing games while on the job. It wasn't like he had anything else to do. At times, Rob wished he'd applied for a security guard position, but the boredom would kill him. He needed to be actually doing something.

“Yup, almost hit fifty with this character. Thought I'd branch out and try for necromancer or something.”

“Huh,” Rob said. He'd played games before, but not quite like the ones Todd was addicted to. For Rob, the little matching games on his phone was as complex as it got and he was fine with that.

“Thought you'd be done with this floor by now,” Todd said, his eyes never leaving the screen. “You're behind.”

“Yeah, well, I'm working on that.”

“Scott's sick, huh?”

“Yup.”

“Figures.” More skeletons exploded in a storm of fireballs. “Actually, want to know a secret?”

“Shoot.”

“Scott went to take his final exams today. Should be getting his degree.”

“I didn't even know Scott was in school. What's he taking?”

“Game design,” Todd said. His wizard was suddenly over run by a group of other players. After a frantic amount of keyboard bashing and cursing, Todd's little wizard died. “Those bastards!” he said.

“Ganked, again, huh?” Rob was familiar with some of the terminology, and even of the gaming mechanics from watching Todd. Being ganged up on by a group of malicious players was particularly infuriating.

Todd stepped away from the computer, agitated. “Now I've lost all my xp from that session. And maybe more. Won't make level tonight.”

“That sucks,” Rob said as he removed the trash from the little bin by the desk. “Maybe you need to choose another class.”

Todd shook his head, watching Rob wipe down the desk and chairs. “When are you going to level?”

The strange question caused Rob to raise an eyebrow. “Huh? I don't play those kinds of games. Sucks up too much of my time and money, of which I have little of both.”

“No, that's not what I meant. What about you? Upgrading yourself in a matter of speaking. Like Scott.”

“You mean going to school?”

“Yeah, going to school, getting a degree, and getting the hell out of that dead-end job.”

For reasons Rob couldn't understand, the question bothered him. He shrugged and said, “Too late for that. I'm too old and set in my ways.” He smiled, trying to make it sound like a joke. But it was the truth.

“You can't be content with this, Rob. You want to be cleaning for the rest of your days? That's not a life, that's an existence.”

Rob's anger returned, and he had to bite down a savage retort. Todd was just trying to be helpful, but Rob didn't want to hear any of this. “I'm fine with the way things are. Really. Don't worry about me.” He wanted this conversation to end. Old wounds did not need to be reopened.

“Okay,” Todd said, sensing he stepped where he shouldn't have. He moved to the door and turned to say, “But did you ever consider that maybe you were meant for better things?”

I had a better thing, Rob thought, and she died. He frowned at Todd.

The security guard took the hint and shrugged. “Sorry, man. I'm just worried about you, is all.” Then he left, much to Rob's relief.

Having his existence questioned really raised Rob's hackles, and he finished cleaning the room in anger. Meant for better things? What kind of question was that? This was his lot in life. He'd chosen it. Didn't he? Or did it choose him?

The monitor's screen winked off and on, drawing Rob's attention. Scott had forgotten to turn the stupid thing off. When he moved over to kill the monitor, an image coalesced on the screen.

It was of a black dragon.

Rob blinked, amazed at its beauty. Was this a loading screen? He hadn't seen it before, but there was a lot about this game he hadn't.

As he reached for the monitor's power button, his phone rang. Anika.

Rob quickly answered. “Hey, sweetheart. How are you?”

“I'm good, dad. Did I call at a bad time? Are you busy?”

The thought of many more floors to clean vanished from Rob's mind at the sound of his daughter's voice. She was the only person he had left in the world. “No, not busy at all. You needed to talk about something. Is everything okay?”

“Well, I have some bad news,” Anika said, her tone shifting to the one she used when trying to avoid making trouble.

Parental fear paralyzed Rob. “What? What is it?” Don't say cancer, don't say cancer, don't say cancer.

“I can't come out for Christmas, next month. I have to work right up until Christmas eve, and then come back on Boxing Day. It sucks. I'm sorry.”

Rob was hit with a strange mix of relief and disappointment. “But, sweetheart, you booked that time off. You even bought the plane ticket!” Rob had helped her, dipping into his shallow emergency funds to make the purchase.

“I know,” she said. “But the new boss is a real ball-breaker. He's got everyone in for a final audit. I'm sorry to disappoint you.”

Rob sighed. Even office managers like Anika couldn't catch a break. She'd only just started the job six months ago, but was having trouble dealing with the cut-throat office politics. She was too much of a gentle soul, just like her mother.

“Maybe I could talk with him,” Rob said, knowing that wouldn't work. But he had to say something to make her feel better.

The monitor flickered, again. The dragon on the screen had changed. Instead of facing off to the side like before, it was now staring straight ahead. It appeared to be looking right at Rob.

An odd sense of unease made him walk over to the monitor and hit the power button. Nothing happened. The screen didn't turn off.

“Are you there, dad?” Anika said.

“Yeah, I'm here,” he said. He pressed the button again, but still nothing happened. Suddenly the lights in the office winked on and off. Even the ones out on the floor began to flicker, too. Incoming power outage?

Anika continued, “I know how important Christmas is to you dad. And it's important to me, too. You know that. But I don't have a choice in the matter.” Christmas had been Rita's favorite time of year, which made it all the more special to their family. But now that Rob wouldn't be seeing his daughter...

“I think I should talk to him for you,” Rob persisted. How could he make this better? “I'm sure he'd understand. They could ask for someone else to take over for you.”

The light flickering continued. Confused, Rob stepped out of the office and looked down the aisle to the main entrance where the bank of light switches were. No one was there. Odd.

Then he saw the other monitors on the desks around him. Each one had an image of the black dragon on them and they all seemed to be staring right at him.

What the hell?

“Please don't call him, dad. They can't bring anyone else in. Everyone will already be there,” Anika said with sadness in her voice. A sudden burst of static caused Rob to pull the phone from his ear.

He went to the closest monitor and hit its power button. Nothing happened. Same as the first, it didn't turn off. Now the flickering of the lights was getting faster.

Rob felt genuinely creeped out by this and hurried down the aisle to the exit. “Sorry, honey, something has come up. Can we talk later?” More static and squawking on the line.

Anika was speaking, but he couldn't make out what she was saying.

To his alarm, Rob noticed the dragons on the screens were turning their heads to watch him walk past. Chills raced up his spine. Was this a trick? Was Todd doing this?

“Do you hate me-,” Anika said, and the line clicked off.

Rob stopped in his tracks and looked at the phone. They'd lost connection. When he pressed at its buttons, an image appeared on its tiny screen.

The black dragon.

“What the hell?”

Suddenly, the dragon on the phone's screen opened its mouth and roared. The noise blasting from the speakers was deafening and Rob dropped the phone in surprise.

Then, all the other dragons began to roar in unison.

Stunned, Rob covered his ears and ran to the exit. The flicking lights and the terrible sound confused him enough that he rammed his hip against the corner of a desk and tumbled to the floor.

The roaring continued, jamming into his head, causing him to close his eyes and shout in pain.

Then, it all stopped. Rob opened his eyes. Darkness enveloped him. Even the lights from the other buildings outside couldn't be seen.

Rob tried to stand, but froze when he heard a strange noise. A deep resonate clicking noise. He felt a presence.

Something was in here with him. Something huge.

He crawled in the darkness, using his hands to guide himself through the office. The exit was nearby. He only had to get his bearings.

The lights suddenly turned on all at once.

Relieved, Rob stood up. The exit was only a few desks over. But before he could move, something made him turn around.

He gasped in horror.

A large black dragon stared down at him.

Mortified, Rob couldn't move. The thing looked identical to the dragon image on the screens!

The huge black creature floated above the office furniture, its coiled mass filling almost every inch of space. Wings, legs, tail. Its head was the size of a small car. Large, glowing white eyes, the shape of tear drops, held him within their gaze.

As Rob's mind fought to comprehend what he was seeing, a part of him noticed something about this thing.

It was pixelated. Just as he'd seen it on the monitors.

Before he could even process this, the dragon opened its mouth and roared. Rob felt a blast of wind which knocked him to the floor.

Terrified, he tried to crawl away. He had to escape! But fear held him fast. He looked behind him.

At that moment, the dragon lunged forward, mouth opened wide, exposing rows of long white fangs.

In a futile attempt to protect himself, Rob raised an arm and screamed.

Then his world went dark.

​CHAPTER TWO

––––––––
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Rob floated in a sea of blackness.

He didn't feel a pull of gravity or the tug of a current. There was no up or down, left or right. He simply floated within a void.

When he tried to call out, he found that he couldn't. Nor could he see or feel his arms and legs.

Am I dreaming?

A murky fog clouded his mind. What is this place?

He tried to think about how he got here, but searching for that memory was like trying to catch a movement at the corner of your eye. First it was there, and then it was gone, leaving you uncertain.

He'd been afraid. That was a feeling he still carried with him into this empty space, like a cold stone held close to his heart.

As he became more aware of the strange nothingness which surrounded him, faint objects appeared in the distance. Denied anything as a frame of reference or anchor, he latched onto them as if his very life depended on it.

They either grew closer or simply became more obvious, he couldn't tell which. There was at least seven of them, forming a line and evenly spaced.

He stared at them in expectation until his mind deciphered exactly what he was seeing. Letters.

LOADING...

But the moment his brain figured out what the word was, it blinked out of existence. More empty blackness.

That cold fear became more intense and threatened to consume him. What was happening? His thoughts had been defined by that one word, but now it was gone. Just a continuous nothingness.

Was he doomed to float forever in this place? A single mot of life cast adrift in a soulless infinity?

As if in answer, a dim spot appeared. He couldn't tell if it originated from where the letters had been, but he didn't care. Something was happening.

The dim spot grew in size and brightness until Rob was certain that, whatever it was, would smash into him.

Then, in an instant, the spot became the world and Rob found himself looking down onto a field in the middle of a vast forest which extended beyond his vision. Armies were assembled on this field, huge and varied in their composition. As he drifted downwards, both armies surged forward and soon were joined in battle.

Screams and the clashing of steel assailed Rob's hearing.

As he was pulled closer, he could make out more details of the combatants. They looked medieval in appearance, knights in full armor wielding swords, archers firing long bows and cavalrymen mounted on stout horses. But this was only one army. The other was much different.

Piggish man-beasts squealed with bloodthirsty abandon as they struck at the men with massive axes. Large humanoids, with thick tufts of fur sticking out from between makeshift armor, used logs as clubs to bash the men around their legs. Small child-like beings danced amongst the carnage and stabbed unwary combatants with glowing spears.

All this passed before Rob in a handful of moments, as if he were watching the snippet of a very expensive, and incredibly realistic movie.

He was guided to the center of this bloody maelstrom to find two warriors fighting. One was scaled in blood red armor and had a long whip-like tail. As the being turned to strike out with a trident, Rob could see a long wolf-like snout and large fangs. Angry gray eyes scowled at its opponent from beneath a battered helmet.

The other warrior was certainly human. Stout, and broad shouldered, he attacked the wolfman again and again with what looked like a blue rod of glass. But when it hit the wolfman's fang-shaped shield, arcs of lightning shot out from the points of impact.

The human warrior's face became more clear. His beard was long and thick and his eyes glowed faintly with a white light. A distinctive crescent-shaped birthmark, or tattoo, could be seen on his left temple which nearly encircled his eye.

Then Rob was pulled away as fast as a bullet. Once the details of the battlefield and its surrounding forests could no longer be seen the mosaic shifted.

Down, he dropped, again. This time, he found himself inside a dank cavern. In one corner was the only source of light. He was pulled closer and saw a man with his back against the cavern wall. A mass of beings surrounded him. They had the heads of hyenas and the bodies of men. Yipping and coughing, they tried to attack the man who stood alone against them.

Rob recognized the man. It was the bearded warrior with the crescent mark on his face. He fought hard against overwhelming odds with a look of serene calmness. Instead of the blue rod, he was armed with a whip which he snapped forward. When the whip struck one of the hyena creatures, the being turned to stone. But still they came, undaunted. Their eyes filled with hatred, desperate to kill this man.

Then, Rob was pulled away again, quicker this time. He was plunged downward toward a vast ocean, well beyond the shores of any land. He dropped into the water without a sound and plummeted down, down, deeper and deeper until he reached the bottom. Here, a strange tangled mass of coral and plant life formed a bizarre forest.

A light appeared, and as Rob came closer, he again saw the bearded man. This time, he wore a set of armor entirely composed of seashells. In one hand, he held a spiny sea-urchin which vibrated, casting small shock-waves outward around the warrior. In the murky darkness, at the edge of the warrior's light, great sea creatures floated along, bidding their time.

And again, Rob was taken away. This time, he saw the bearded man standing on a tall cliff at the edge of a volcano which boiled with lava. The man was encased in armor of all black, made from the carapaces of giant beetles. Suddenly, a huge being rose from the lava and towered before the man. The giant appeared to be made entirely of rock with glowing magma pulsing through its prominent veins. Its featureless face looked upon the man without eyes.

Then a crack split across its face, forming a mouth and it roared with rage, spewing lava. The man watched calmly, unmoved by this display. He raised a small green globe in an armored hand and crushed it in his fist. The giant golem reared back in horror, and huge slabs of its rocky flesh began to tear away from its body.

Again, another change. This time a vast field of ice stretched off in all directions. Heavy snow fell from the sky, whipped along by a strong, numbing wind. Two figures fought each other on a cleared section of ice, the snow melted away by the magical heat of their combat. The bearded man exchanged bolts of magic with a lithe woman, with dark black skin. Both were clad in deep gray armor, matching in style and adornments. The woman's braided hair was wrapped with bright green vines. The end of each braid was capped by a hollowed fang. 

Green tendrils of magic blasted from her outstretched hand only to be absorbed by a strange black orb which hovered before the man. The bearded man then made a motion with his fingers, the orb suddenly engulfed the woman who became frozen inside, her mouth opened in a scream.

The scene changed, and Rob was floating through a magnificent city. Tall medieval looking buildings lined the cobblestone streets. A huge sprawling castle sat in the distance. As he traveled forward, he noticed figures of people standing in doorways or at street corners, unmoving.

Passing one by, Rob could see they weren't people at all. Each was a stone man, faceless and mute standing sentry over a dead city, devoid of life.

Quickly, he was shunted along a wide street to the mighty castle where more stone men stood guard. Through the main doors, he was brought to a huge throne room. At its far end, sitting on the throne, was a man. The bearded man. 

Rob hovered before him and was shocked at his transformation. Large leathery wings now sprouted from his back and pulsing black veins bulged from his skin. His eyes were pitch black and emanated with a dark mist. The crescent mark on his face glowed brightly. But most disturbing of all was his throne. His body had fused with it, absorbed into its framework of wood and stone. Rob sensed the man could not move or escape. His gaze was vacant. Insane.

Then everything went black. Rob found himself wanting to see more. Who was the man and what terrible thing had happened to him? Several moments passed and Rob began to think this wild, strange show was over.

Then the world brightened, and he was flying through a sky. He looked below and could see he was passing over a landmass. As he descended, he saw mountain ranges and oceans, as well as cities and towns. The outline of kingdoms and regions were prominently shown. A living map. He descended quicker and he spotted sailing ships, rocking on the tumultuous seas.

He settled in over the water and rocketed forward. Finally, he approached a little kingdom. It was strange because, unlike the others he'd passed, it was completely surrounded by walls. He passed through one of the walls and arced down toward a tiny island off the kingdom's shore. There was no time to look around for details of this place. Because now he was plummeting downward, and he felt he was no longer being guided, but dropped.

As he fell faster, he tried to scream, but couldn't.

The words 'You Have Entered The Realm' appeared before him.

Then, the tiny island grew huge in his vision and, in the next moment, its beach raced up to meet him.

​CHAPTER THREE

––––––––
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Rob opened his eyes to find himself standing on a beach.

He blinked in surprise. He'd been flying through the air over that incredibly detailed map, and now he was on an island.

White sand stretch in both directions and curved out of sight. Trees and bushes presented a living wall of green before him. He could smell the salt from the sea that lapped at the shore. A bird cried out from within the trees. A wind gently buffeted his hair. The sun warmed his face.

Where the hell am I? Is this a dream?

He took a moment to take it all in. The sounds, the smells, the sensation of being in a different place.

His clothing even felt different, he realized and looked. He wasn't wearing his work clothes and janitor's uniform. Instead, he had on a light colored shirt that appeared hand stitched. His jeans had been replaced by tan colored cloth pants. And his sneakers were gone. Now, he wore leather sandals exposed the whiteness of his feet.

He blinked in amazement. Where did his clothes go and how did he get these on?

Suddenly, words appeared before his vision.

Inventory:

Simple cloth shirt (worn)

Simple cloth trousers (worn)

Simple leather sandals (worn)

He stared at the floating words in confusion. What the hell was this? Some type of projection?

Confused, he reached forward to touch the words, but as he did they quickly jerked away out of sight.

He examined his shirt more carefully, feeling its texture with his fingers. It felt real. Everything felt real.

More words appeared.

Item: Simple cloth shirt, Durability: 10/10

Value: 1 copper piece.

He reached for the words again, only slower this time. They remained as his fingers passed through them, but he couldn't feel them in any way. On a whim, he swiped his fingers to the left.

The words zipped out of view.

Huh, he thought. Just like his phone.

Looking up and down the beach, he saw no one else around, or anything that might indicate where he was.

Memories fought to surface in his mind. He remembered working and then suddenly finding himself floating through space. He'd been forced to watch some screwed up movie about a crazy warrior fighting different opponents.

He shook his head, confused.

Figuring he needed to look around for help, he decided to explore the island. But when he tried to step forward, he discovered his feet were rooted in place. He looked down, but found nothing holding them. He tried again, but still couldn't move. It was like he was cemented to the beach.

Suddenly, another set of words appeared.

What is your character's name?

Rob stared at the question. Character? What character?

Annoyed, he swiped at the words, but they only wiggled a little and stayed in place. He did this several times to no avail. The question remained.

“What the hell?” he said.

The prompt changed.

Your character's name is What The Hell.

Keep this name?

“No,” Rob said with frustration. He just wanted to move, not answer moronic floating questions.

The prompt changed again, reverting to the original question.

What is your character's name?

“Uh, Rob.”

Your character's name is Uh Rob.

Keep this name?

Trying to not lose his temper, Rob said “No.” When asked again, he said, “Robert Barron.”

Your character's name is Robert Barron.

Keep this name?

“Sure,” he said, thoroughly annoyed. What the hell was going on? Did someone spike his coffee? Was he high on something?

The words changed, again.

Welcome Robert Barron to the tutorial island! Follow the prompts to learn how to interact with the gaming world. Complete each task and you will be granted access to the mainland where your true adventure awaits. Good luck!

“What the hell?!” he shouted. Gaming world? He looked around, this time with a different perspective. This was a game? Impossible. No game was this damn real.

He squatted down and grabbed a handful of sand. It felt just like it should. Real sand, each grain hard and coarse. He turned to look at the sea. Waves rolled in to lap at the beach. He reached forward and let a wave touch his fingers. Wet. He tasted the water with his tongue. Salty.

Not a game. Nothing created could ever be this perfect a simulation of the real world. That left only one possibility.

Someone was screwing with him.

But why? Why go through all the trouble to bring him to a beach in the middle of nowhere and throw words at his face?

As his mind raced with questions, more words appeared.

Combat is essential to your survival in this world. Time to fight your first opponent.

“What?” Rob said with alarm.

Suddenly, a piece of beachwood appeared in the sand at his feet, causing him to jump back.

Use this club to kill the crab.

“Crab? What crab?”

As if in answer, a large red shape crawled sideways out of the waves and onto the beach a short distance away.

Rob gawked at it in horror.

It was a crab, but unlike any he'd seen before. Its size boggled him, easily as big as a picnic table with one prominent claw the size of a large suitcase. The creature looked at him with two eye stalks, its large mouth wriggling open and closed.

That's not a crab, Rob thought. That's a monster!

More words appeared.

Creature: Large Crab

Hit Points: 20, Mana: 0

Speed: 8, Armor: 5

Trying to ignore his growing panic, Rob read the words over. If this was a game, then their meaning became clear. These were statistics, or stats, as Todd would often say.

Suddenly, the monster crab scuttle forward.

“Oh, crap!” Rob said, quickly scooping the club off the beach and holding it up with both hands. At least he could move again.

The crab paused and more words appeared.

You have taken an item.

Item: Beachwood Club, 

Durability: 15/15

Damage: 1-4

Value: 1 copper piece.

Swiping the words away, he tightened his grip on the club. He could feel its weight and the rough texture of the wood. It certainly felt real enough.

The crab scuttled forward, again, and quickly closed the distance between them kicking up sand.

Wide-eyed with terror, Rob hefted the club over his right shoulder, ready to swing. He shifted from foot to foot, like a boxer, preparing to move.

As the crab got within range, it extended its huge claw, shear-like pincers opening wide, and reached for him.

Rob shouted and danced back, swinging his club and striking the huge claw.

At the bottom left corner of his vision, words scrolled into view, but he ignored them, too busy fighting for his life.

The crab reared back from the blow with a gurgling hiss. Then it moved in again, keeping its huge claw out to one side.

Rob swung, aiming for the claw. His panicked brain figured if he could damage the claw enough, it couldn't hurt him.

But as he swung at it, the crab pulled the giant claw back, and suddenly jabbed forward with its other, smaller claw. This one was long and narrow with a little hook formation extending from its shell at the tip. The hook snagged Rob's shirt at the shoulder and as he tried to back away, he felt a hot stab of pain.

“Son of a bitch!” he shouted, and backed up. That felt real! Damn real!

The sensation of warm blood flowing from his wound alarmed him, but he didn't have time to look because the crab continued its attack.

Crowding forward, it grabbed at him with its huge claw. But Rob would have none of it. The pain from his shoulder made him angry, tempering his fear.

With a shout of rage, Rob swung the club like a baseball player trying for a home run. He struck the claw hard enough to make the deadly limb snap back. The crab hissed in pain. Then he continued the swinging motion with the club over his head, and with all his strength, brought it down.

The heavy weapon struck the crab above its eyes, cracking its protective shell.

Instead of dying like he hoped it would, his attack just ticked the creature off. The crab bulled forward, trying to run him over.

Rob did the only thing he could think of. He ran.

Spinning around, he raced down the beach. The crab pursued, its many legs motoring it along and kicking up a spray of sand behind it.

The beach worked against him, its soft surface slowing him down. Whereas the crab was made for chasing panicky janitors across sandy beaches.

Watching over his shoulder, Rob was alarmed to see the crab speed after him, sailing across the sand with ease.

On impulse, he turned toward the island forest. Changing direction only helped the crab close the distance between them.

Maybe I can lose it in the trees, he thought. He ran faster.

But before he could enter the potential safety of the forest, the crab was on him. Rob spun about as the crab charged. It wasn't slowing down.

Instead of attacking with its claws, the creature intended on trampling him, pinning him beneath it so it could rip him apart.

With no time to swing the club, Rob jumped at the last moment.

The crab came up to Rob's waist and as the thing rocketed at him, he managed to clear its height. But he couldn't get enough spring in his jump, so he stomped down with one foot and launched off the top of the crab as it passed beneath him.

He landed on both feet, but the sand betrayed him and he slipped, sprawling to the ground and dropping his club.

Momentarily confused, the crab whirled about, looking for its prey.

Rob scrambled through the sand and picked up the club. But instead of turning to fight, he ran for the trees. The crab followed.

Just as the monster was about to collide with him, Rob ducked behind the first tree he came upon. The crab reared back looking for a chance to attack.

Rob kept the tree between them while trying to catch his breath. His mind still reeled at this bizarre situation. He was actually fighting a monster crab!

“Help!” he shouted. “Heeelp!”

Walking sideways, the crab attempted to circle around the tree, but Rob moved in the other direction. When the thing lunged forward, Rob smacked it with the club. Sometimes the hit would create a crack its shell.

Rob could keep this little dance up for a while, but he was tiring. It was only a matter of time before he slipped up and the crab would have him. He glanced around in hopes of finding a safe place to run to, but there were only trees. If he made a dash for another one, the crab would be on him.

The crab persisted, almost angry, hissing and snapping its claws at him. Rob managed to bat the attacks away. Soon, the shell casing on its large claw became severely cracked. He didn't know how much more damage he needed to inflict before rendering it useless. He examined the crushed shell on the crab's head. If he could strike that spot again, maybe he could end this, or force the creature to run away.

As the crab made another lunge, Rob moved to circle in the other direction, but slipped in the sand, falling to one knee.

Hissing with what could only be crab-like glee, the crustacean attacked.

But Rob reacted by bringing the club around and over his head. With all his strength, he hit the crab above its eyes.

The hit was so strong, the club crushed the already damaged shell and penetrated the flesh beneath. The weapon buried itself between the creature's eye stalks.

The crab sputtered in pain. Its legs gave out and collapsed to the ground with a thud.

Rob jumped back, stunned. He watched the monster die, the club sticking out of its crushed head.

“Whoa,” he said, blinking in disbelief. He killed it! He'd never killed anything bigger than a spider before and here he'd crushed the brain of a mutant crustacean.

Pain yanked him out of his thoughts. He was shocked to see his shoulder bleeding, blood soaking through the shirt.

Damn that hurt! He examined the wound through the tear and winced. The cut was long and deep, needing stitches to close it up.

Words floated before his vision, again.

Congratulations on killing your opponent! It is the first of many.

You have earned 50 experience points toward your next level.

“I think I've earned a doctor,” Rob said with annoyance. “I'm hurt. Get me out of here!”

Your character's abilities and skills are based off your attributes. You will be given points to assign to them as you level or through special quests and tasks.

“Piss off!” Rob was having none of this. He walked away from the dead crab and back onto the beach. The words persisted, blocking his view. He swiped at the air. “I don't care about that! I want to go home!”

Another message appeared.

Here are your character stats. This is a simplified version with more information becoming available once you complete the quest 'Restoring Honor' found on the mainland.

Mainland? Rob looked out to sea, but only waves and clouds lined the horizon. “Are there people on this mainland who can explain what's going on?” he said. “And maybe an airport?”

The message was replaced by a big screen filled with numbers.

Character Stats:

Robert Barron, Level 1 – 15% to next level

Hit Points: 45/50, Mana Points: 0

Energy: 60/100, Speed: 10

Armor: 1

Strength: 10

Constitution: 10

Intellect: 10

Perception: 10

Dexterity: 10

Luck: 10

“You've got to be kidding me,” Rob said, mortified. “I have hit points?”

It looked as if the crab had sliced him for 5 points of damage. Sure as hell felt like it should be more than that. His energy was down to 60. What did that mean? His stamina, perhaps? The fight had seriously drained him and now that the excitement was over, he felt tired.

He shook his head. None of this nonsense mattered. He wanted out of this place, now!

Having survived your first encounter, it is time for your first Quest!

“Damnit!” he said, glaring at the words. “What don't you understand about me wanting to go home?”

You have received a Quest: Defeat the Island Guardian

At the center of this island is an ancient being from a forgotten time. Find a way to kill it and your way to the mainland will be revealed.

Reward: Unknown.

“No, no, no!” Rob shouted. He'd had it with this crap. “You can take your damned quest and shove it!”

He plopped down on the beach, crossing his legs. Applying pressure to his wound, he stared out at the choppy seas. The waters looked as angry as he felt.

“This stops now,” he said. “Do you know why?”

When no words appeared, he gave the answer, anyway.

“Because I'm not playing!”

​CHAPTER FOUR

––––––––
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Rob sat on the beach and watched the waves.

He was furious. This entire situation confused him, which in turn, made him even more angry. Was this some kind of game or an elaborate joke? Both explanations seemed improbable to the point of being ludicrous.

Yet, here he sat on some island in the middle of nowhere. What had he done to deserve this? He wasn't a bad man. He certainly didn't have any enemies he was aware of. Even if he did, he doubted they would expend the resources needed to pull this whole charade off.

He might be willing to accept he'd been drugged by someone and whisked away to this secluded place, far from the city. Then, by using some type of hologram technology, his mysterious abductors projected those annoying questions in the air to further mess with his head.

What about the club? He couldn't be sure it magically appeared at his feet. It might have been there to start or even pushed up from beneath? Could this be a giant elaborate stage he was on like in a movie?

Could this be similar? One hell of a stretch, yeah, but considering what he's been through, he had to hang on to some explanation. A tv show would be the least far-fetched of all possibilities.

But what about the freak of a crab?

He glanced over at its corpse further down the beach. It hadn't moved, thankfully.

How can that be explained?

To his knowledge, animatronics and robots were not at a level of such incredible detail to create what attacked him. There was no way a robot could move and react like it did. Impossible.

But he wanted to believe. He needed to believe robots like that existed and such fantastical technology was being thrown about simply to terrify some janitor.

After thinking it over, he sighed. Okay, not a robot.

Not a stage, or show.

Not even an elaborate prank.

None of those possibilities made a lick of sense given what he'd seen and experienced.

Then there was the dragon. The image of it floating in the office suddenly popped in his head. How could he have forgotten that until now?

There was no way that was part of a damn prank.

And there was that word in the endless void. What was it, again?

Loading.

Damn.

A chill ran up his spine. Maybe this was a simulation of some kind. He peered around, trying to see if there was any pixelation or indication this was a video game.

Had his consciousness been put into a simulation? Downloaded? Could that be what he was experiencing?

He imagined himself laying on a gurney, wires stuck to his head, with lights flashing along a hue bank of computers. An evil scientist leaning over his helpless form, cackling.

He sighed. Get it together, Rob. You're going to drive yourself nuts with all this speculation.

He noticed a small prompt poking up at the bottom left of his vision, like a minimized program tab. Curious, he waved his hand and a large screen appeared before him. At the top was the name 'Combat Log'.

Beneath was a list.

You bash the Large Crab for 3 hit points of damage.

The Large Crab swings at you and misses.

You bash the Large Crab for 4 hit points of damage.

The Large Crab swings at you and misses.

Critical Hit – You bash the Large Crab for 25 hit points of damage. The Large Crab dies.

You have earned 50 experience points toward your next level.

This was a of play-by-play of his fight with the crab, broken down so the hits and misses could be analyzed more closely. He recalled Todd pouring over something similar in his game, trying to work out the best way to maximize his 'dps'. Whatever that was.

Now Rob had a combat log of his own.

He cursed inwardly. Maybe this was a game after all. But he still found it hard to believe.

“Do you hate me?” someone said.

Rob gasped and jumped to his feet. He looked around frantically. “Who is that?” he called out. “Who's there?”

He didn't see anyone, but he'd heard the voice speak to him loud and clear. “Hello! Is someone there?”

He held his breath, waiting for a reply, but only heard the sound of the lapping waves and the wind in his ears.

Looking around, he tried to figure out from what direction the voice had come. He peered at the trees. The forest was so thick, someone could be a short distance away and he wouldn't be able to see them.

“Daddy?” the voice said.

A horrible cold seized his heart. Anika? That was her voice! She was here!

Confused and concerned, Rob ran into the forest.

“Anika?” he called out as he pushed his way through the brush. His head swiveled around wildly, desperate to find her. “Anika!”

The forest canopy filtered the sunlight, casting shadows everywhere.

“Anika!” How did she get here? Had she been abducted, too? Was her body also on a gurney in some laboratory like his?

Desperate, he called out to her again and again, all the time pushing through the forest, heedless of where he stepped. He had to find his daughter.

Suddenly, he broke through the trees and found himself at the edge of a clearing. He looked around and froze.

A woman stood at the other side.

For a brief moment, his mind refused to recognize who it was.

Mid-twenties, long straight black hair that fell almost to her waist, pale white skin, eyes the shape of teardrops. And a face nearly identical to her mother's.

“Anika?” he whispered in disbelief.

“Dad?” she said with a smile.

He gazed at her, shocked. She wore a light blue blouse and those overly tight blue jeans he constantly chided her over. On her feet were a pair of white runners. Exactly what she'd worn the last time he saw her.

“Sweetheart,” he said. “What on earth are you doing here?” He wanted to run over and take her in his arms, show her that everything was going to be alright, that he would protect her.

But he didn't. Something niggled at the back of his mind.

Anika's smile grew a little wider. “I'm sorry but I can't come home for christmas.”

Rob blinked at the odd phrase. It was not what he'd expect to hear her say, given their crazy circumstance.

“What?” he said, trying not to get frantic. “I don't understand. Are you okay?” Despite himself, he took a step toward her.

She raised her arms, beckoning for a hug. “Do you hate me?”

Tears welded up in Rob's eyes. He wanted to believe. He wanted this to be Anika. It had to be her, right? His daughter was here and needed comforting.

He moved quickly over to her and put out his arms. “Oh, sweetheart! It will be okay.”

She waited for him with that smile, arms outstretched. As he got close enough to embrace her, a prompt appeared before his eyes.

Name: Island Guardian, Type: Wraith

Hit Points: 100, Mana: 250

Speed: Unkown, Armor: Unknown

As Rob tried to comprehend what he was reading, he was already within reach of Anika. She suddenly leapt at him, wrapping her arms and legs around his body.

Caught off guard he was knocked to the ground on his back.

She locked her hands around his throat, her face contorted with rage. “Do you hate me?!” she screamed, her voice deep and guttural.

His arms were trapped beneath her and he struggled to push her off, but the strength of the small woman was incredible. He gasped as she squeezed his throat.

She leaned over him, bringing her face close to his. Her eyes were no longer those of his daughter's. They were deep pits which glowed with a hellish red light. Her mouth opened wide and he could see rows within rows of pointed fangs.

He tried to push her off, but she held him fast. There was no way for him to move. It was like being pinned under a car.

Her jaw unhinged with an audible snap, and her mouth widened like a snake's.

He tried to scream, but he couldn't breathe.

To Rob's astonishment, white smoke began to emanate from his mouth. It curled upward and into Anika's freakish maw. She inhaled deeply, sucking the smoke in.

Horrified, he felt a tremendous pain throughout his body. The agony was paralyzing.

As the white smoke shot out of his body and into Anika's mouth, his vision rapidly darkened.

His last image was of his daughter hunched over him, her face monstrously contorted, inhaling his very soul.

Then blackness overtook him.

Three words appeared in the subsequent black void.

You have died.

​CHAPTER FIVE

––––––––
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Rob opened his eyes to find himself standing on a beach.

He collapsed to his knees, clutching his throat, gasping. The vision of Anika leaning over him, inhaling his essence into her distorted mouth still overwhelmed him.

But that awful pain was gone now. All that remained was the tormented memory of his murder by his own child.

Breathing deeply, he collected himself and looked around at where he was.

It was the beach. The same one where this entire nightmare started from. He could see his footprints in the sand where he'd walked and the butt-print where he sat before.

He had died, but was resurrected.

Oh, my God, he thought. I'm a character in a freaking video game!

“Daddy!” a voice called from the forest.

The shout pulled him from his thoughts.

Afraid the Anika-thing might be coming for him, he frantically searched the tree-line, half expecting her to come flying out, screaming.

No, not Anika. There had been a message which popped up right before she attacked. The information it showed was similar to when the crab appeared. A stat window, for lack of a better way to refer to it. It said she was the Island Guardian.

Certain he wasn't going to be attacked for the moment, Rob brought up his Combat Log.

The Island Guardian drains you for 15 hit points of damage.

The Island Guardian drains you for 15 hit points of damage.

The Island Guardian drains you for 15 hit points of damage.

You have been killed by The Island Guardian. Due to your level, no death penalty will be applied.

“Damn,” he said. It felt odd reading about your own death. At least the messages didn't say it was Anika who had killed him.

The Island Guardian. The quest he'd been given said he needed to kill it to gain access to the mainland.

The thought of facing that thing again chilled him to the bone. How could he? Its strength was insane and the whole deal with sucking at his face was wrong on so many levels. He refused to do it. He just couldn't.

He stood and brushed the sand off his pants. Then he noticed his shoulder.

It was healed! No cut, or scar, or anything to indicate he'd been sliced up. In fact, the shirt was fixed, too. No blood stain or rip. It was like he'd been given a new set of identical clothes.

I feel like new, he thought.

A bird cried out somewhere deep within the trees. He gave the forest a fretful look. That Guardian thing was still out there and he had absolutely no intentions of encountering it again.

He had to get off this island.

Turning to the sea, he scanned the horizon. Clouds and waves as far as the eye could see. He could swim, but to where? Maybe he could build a boat from logs and branches. He'd never done that before, but he sure as hell had the motivation to try.

But first he needed a destination. If he walked around the island maybe he could find something useful, or hopefully spot another island to escape to.

He headed up the beach. As he walked, he spotted the corpse of the crab, flies buzzing around it, the club still buried in its head.

If that Guardian attacked him again, or if he ran into something else nasty, he'd need a weapon.

Grabbing the end of the club, he pulled it out of the crab's deep wound with a sickening noise. He wrinkled his nose in disgust. It definitely smelled real enough!

He wiped off the crab brains from the club in the sand. Then he continued walking, keeping one eye on the distant horizon past the waves and the other on the trees.

As he walked, he mulled over every detail of his experience since his arrival, hoping to find a hint that could get him out of this predicament. But he could think of nothing beyond doing as the quest said, defeat the Island Guardian.

After about a half an hour, he spotted a set of prints in the sand up ahead. Someone was here! He rushed over to inspect them. But he realized this was the exact spot he'd started his walk. They were his footprints.

He'd circled the entire island and never saw anything different or another land mass to escape to. Just trees, sand, waves and clouds. There was little to differentiate this part of the island from any other.

“Damnit!” he said. This was hopeless. He needed to get home. He needed to see Anika again. The real Anika. She'd be worried about him by now. Was she even aware something had happened to him? Did anyone?

Had he been replaced by one of these things? If they could mimic Anika they certainly could do the same with him.

Was a doppelganger cleaning the floors back at the office right now, wearing his janitor's uniform and dealing with Mr. Oswald's snide comments?

Rob snorted at the thought. Let him!

But the moment of humor evaporated, and he was left contemplating his hopeless situation. What could he do? The only thing was for him to do as the quest said.

As he sulked, he noticed there was something different about the beach. The crab was gone!

Alarmed, he whirled about looking for the creature. Nothing.

Cautiously, he walked over to the exact spot where he'd killed it. The corpse was missing. Did someone take it away? There weren't drag marks in the sand, just the prints he and the crab made during their fight. It must have been carried.

He shivered at the thought. The crab had been big. Maybe as heavy as he was. Yet, there were no other prints that he could discern.

What the hell?

He noticed something poking out of the sand at the bottom of the crab's body print. Something white.

He dropped to his knees and pushed the sand away from the object, careful not to touch it. It was a white stone, oval in shape and the size of a chicken's egg.

Hands on his hips, he stared down at the little stone. It looked odd. Not a natural formation or any kind of rock he'd seen. Had this been here before or did the crab drop it?

To be safe, he gently tapped at it with the end of his club. Nothing happened.

Well, he thought, may as well see what this is about.

He picked it up. Its texture was rough like sandpaper, and was heavy as if made of lead. When he turned it around, he noticed a tiny mark on one side. An elaborate swirling pattern filled an elongated circle. Hieroglyphs?

You have taken an item: Minor Stone of Paralysis

Uses 1/1

Striking an opponent with this stone will cause full paralysis for 30 seconds. Effect cannot be broken by any means until time expires.

Value: 2 Gold Pieces.

Well, he thought, now this could be useful.

If this was a game, then this stone was Rob's reward for killing the crab.

Loot.

He checked the sandy depression again, digging deeper in case there were any more items to be found. There wasn't.

He got to his feet, a new sense of purpose lifting his spirits. If the only way to get off this damned island was killing the Guardian, then that was exactly what he would do. Fear, or no fear.

Since he was right-handed, he held the stone in that hand and the club in the other. If it came down to swinging he'd have to switch hands in a hurry. But if this stone did as advertised, and wasn't a trick, then he had exactly what he needed to finish this.

He marched into the forest, with the stone ready to be thrown, wary of an ambush. It wasn't until he arrived at the clearing again that he saw her.

Anika. Or the thing that cruelly mimicked her. It stood at the other side of the clearing, its back to him.

Rob's heart hammered in his chest. Should he get closer or try to throw the stone now? What if he missed?

He shook his head. Don't think about it, you'll only screw up your aim.

“Do you hate me, dad?” the thing hissed.

Rob felt his anger flare up. “You are not my daughter!” he shouted. “You're a thing. A... a simulation!”

It laughed and Rob's heart sank at the sound. It was exactly like Anika's laugh.

Without moving its legs, the Anika-demon turned around like it was on a spinning platform. It looked at him with red pitted eyes.

“I know christmas is your favorite time of year, dad,” it said.

“Shut up!” Rob shouted.

“I didn't want to disappoint you.”

It wanted him to attack. It knew about the stone!

“Dad!” it screamed. “Dad! Dad! Dad!”

What was he waiting for? He hopped from foot to foot, ready to move, but he hesitated. Why?

It kept shouting over and over at him. His anger flared into rage.

He took a step, as if to charge.

The Anika-thing launched forward, shrieking with an unholy wail that pierced the air. In an instant, the space between them was cut in half.

Wide-eyed with anger, he pitched his hand forward.

The Anika-thing dodge to one side.

But Rob didn't throw the stone, he'd only faked the movement. Now the thing was even closer.

With a backhanded swing, he threw the stone and it flew through the air.

The creature tried to dodge again, but the stone thumped against its hip and the little object vanished.

Instantly, the Anika-thing froze in mid-motion, like a video clip on pause.

Rob blinked in amazement. It was paralyzed!

As he moved closer to it, the thing suddenly changed causing him to stop. It morphed from Anika to something else entirely.

A hooded figure took Anika's place. Ragged robes hung from a bony frame. From beneath its hood was a skeletal face, desiccated with rot. Deep pitted eyes glowed red from within. Long-fingered hands reached forward to attack, frozen in place.

Rob scowled at this monster. It had hurt him. Not just by murdering him, but by taking Anika's form. His rage was now in full bloom.

“You son of a bitch!” he roared, raising the club over his head with both hands. He brought it down on the thing's head.

Its skull imploded in a cloud of dust. But the thing still stood upright, rooted to the spot.

He smashed it again, and again. By the tenth or twelfth strike, it tipped over onto the ground. Still, Rob kept bashing at it. Over and over until all that was left was a robe filled with mulched flesh and shattered bone fragments.

Panting heavily, he stepped back and looked down at his handiwork.

“Okay,” he said. “That felt good.”

As he wiped sweat from his brow, the Guardian's corpse faded from existence. Not a hint of it remained.

A prompt appeared.

You have completed the Quest: Defeat the Island Guardian.

You have earned 250 experience points toward your next level.

Then another prompt.

Congratulations! You have received the Achievement: The First Time Is The Hardest.

This achievement is earned for completing your very first quest.

Reward: One additional Attribute Point upon reaching next level.

So he's leveling? Where did he find this information? Before he could investigate, he noticed something on the ground and swiped the prompts aside.

Sitting in the grass, where the Guardian had fallen, were two objects resting side by side.

Still wary of a trick, Rob cautiously leaned in for a closer look.

One appeared to be a draw string pouch made of leather, the other was a small conch shell.

As with the crab, Rob assumed this was his loot reward. Carefully, he picked up the pouch.

You have taken an item: Minor Bag of Limited Holding

Durability 30/30

This bag can hold any number of objects up to a total of 50 kilograms. The owner will not be encumbered by the additional weight. Cannot hold anything living.

Value: 15 Gold Pieces.

“Whoa,” Rob said with a grin. This was an incredible find if it did as described.

He opened the pouch up and peeked inside. Black nothingness peeked back. Avoiding the temptation to stick his hand in, he looked around for something to put in it. He picked up a large rock the size a baseball and dropped it in.

Nothing happened. Or at least, it didn't feel like it. The pouch didn't bulge with the rock. In fact, there was no indication at all the rock was inside. When he looked into the pouch's opening, a screen appeared.

Minor Bag of Limited Holding. Weight limit: 1.0 of 50 kgs.

Floating in the upper left corner of the screen was the rock.

Uncertain what to do, Rob reached for the floating rock. Suddenly, the rock appeared in his hand!

“Sweet!” he said. He tossed the rock and swiped the Bag's screen out of view. Then, he tied the pouch to a belt loop on his pant waist.

Happy with his reward, he examined the conch. It was pink and resembled a miniature version of those sea shells you blew in to make a sound.

He picked it up.

You have taken an item: A Medium Shell of Calling

Expendable, Uses 1 of 1

Blowing into this Shell will summon a denizen of the sea to come to your aid. Can only be used at the shoreline of a large body of water.

Value: 75 Gold Pieces

Rob blinked in surprise. “Double whoa,” he said.

Was this what was needed to get off the island? A denizen of the sea that will come to his aid?

He looked around the clearing. Nothing else here indicated another task needed to be done. With a shrug, he decided to head back to the beach, club and shell in hand.

By the time he made it to the beach, the wind had picked up and the waves were more choppy.

He looked at the shell in his hand. So this is how it had to be done. Do the stupid tasks assigned to him and he would progress. But progress to what? It didn't matter. If this shell worked, and he got to the mainland, his entire purpose in life would be to find a way out of this god-forsaken nightmare.

He just hoped it would be easy.

Placing the tiny end of the conch to his mouth, he blew.

A bleating wail thundered from the shell, a sound long and resonant. When he ran out of air, the shell vanished from his hand leaving him spitting into the wind.

Within moments, he saw something in the frothing surf in front of him. Large, green and dome shaped. A turtle!

But as it hoisted itself up onto the beach, Rob took several apprehensive steps back. The thing was gigantic!

The turtle was as big as a truck, the top of its shell higher than Rob's head. Massive flippers heaved its bulk forward, kicking up huge amounts of sand. Sea water glinted off its wet leathery skin. The thing stopped and turned its beaked head to look at him with saucer sized eyes.

Rob stared at the turtle, mouth hanging open.

For several moments, turtle and man regarded each other.

As if sensing this little human might be of a lower brain capacity, the turtle nodded its head back in a gesture that suggested he hop on.

Rob blinked out of his trance and looked at the turtle's shell. At the top, near the front, was a small saddle embedded within its contours, pommel and all.

“Oh,” Rob said. “Okay.”

Tucking the club under one arm, he went to the turtle's side with trepidation. Finally working up the courage to climb, he tried to find anything to grab along its slick surface. Then he noticed a series of deep indents leading up to the saddle.

“Cool!” he said, carefully sticking his foot inside the first indent and pulling himself up. He climbed the shell and wrangled himself into the saddle, which appeared to be a natural part of the shell. Slight depressions on either side of the saddle kept him from doing the complete splits, but it was still uncomfortable. He would have taken up yoga if he knew he'd be straddling a truck sized turtle.

Once he was settled, the turtle pushed off the beach with one giant flipper and slowly turned.

Rob stared in wonder at the back of the creature's head. This is happening. This is really happening!

As the turtle finally lurched itself off the beach and into the waters, Rob found himself laughing with childlike wonder.

For a few moments, all his worries about his strange situation evaporated and he simply let himself enjoy the experience.

Turtle and rider sailed out to sea.

​CHAPTER SIX

––––––––
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It didn't take long before Rob's tutorial island of hell vanished behind the waves in their wake.

Although he had no idea what time it was, he guessed the turtle had been carrying him along for about half an hour. The waves were nasty, rising up around them and washing over the turtle's shell.

Rob was soaked, and on more than one occasion had to spit up sea water after a particularly big wave. But despite the menacing sea and the terrifying rocking of the turtle beneath him, he was content.

At least a little. He was no longer on that damned island. And since they'd left shore, he hadn't encountered one of those annoying prompts telling him what to do.

And despite not having any influence on the turtle's direction at all, he didn't feel like he'd lost control of his situation. He was here because he did what needed to be done. No sulking or pouting. Just action.

Or he might be telling himself that to keep from freaking out. He was on a monster sized turtle in the middle of an angry ocean within a simulation that apparently wanted to kill him at every opportunity.

At least he still had his club which he kept stashed in a natural groove of the shell. As they pitched and rolled, he hung onto the saddle's pommel with both hands for dear life.

And he had his pouch. He fingered its texture and marveled at the craftsmanship. Either this game created it for him or someone had lovingly stitched it by hand. He pretended it was the latter.

He scanned the horizon, but the sight of land was elusive. All he could see were clouds. Eventually, he noticed the clouds extended down to the sea itself, forming a wall of fog. The turtle took them straight toward it.

As they entered the fog, Rob felt a sense of unease. The water was treacherous and the turtle still pitched to and fro.

Soon the fog grew so thick, even the head of the turtle could barely be made out as it dipped in and out of the water.

With events completely out of his control, he simply waited. His mind was on Anika. His worry for her was greater than for himself. Once it was discovered he'd been abducted, she'd be sent into a state of panic.

There would be footage of what happened on the office security cameras, so he took some solace in that. But what if his kidnappers had done something to obscure what occurred? Turned off the cameras or tampered with the recordings?

There was another record of him working that day. He'd seen and spoken to other people during his shift, like Mr. Oswald and Todd. Depending on what evidence was available, at the very least, his whereabouts could be accounted for up to a certain time.

The police would be called, maybe even the FBI. They'd search the building and check the security footage. Maybe he'd even make the news.

He could see the headlines: Janitor Snatched By Dragon!

Yet, there was a nagging doubt with this scenario. Why take him away while he was at the office if his abduction would be so obvious? What was the reasoning behind that? If he was wanted so badly by some secret organization why not just nab him when he arrived home from work? There weren't any security cameras around his house. It would be a clean operation for someone of competence.

He shook his head. Just another festering doubt to add to the pile at the back of his mind.

But poor Anika. If there was some way he could get a message to her, that he was alive and okay, it would make this entire ordeal a little more tolerable.

Suddenly, they emerged from the fog.

Rob blinked in surprise at the horizon, then sighed with relief.

Land.

A rumpled line of welcome earth stretched from one side of the horizon to the other. They were close enough that he could make out details; Rocky beaches, white cliffs topped with green grass, and distant hills covered in trees.

“Thank God,” he said, and meant it. He wasn't a religious man. Far from it. But right now, he let himself believe that some higher power granted him this gift of a mainland.

The turtle apparently had a destination in mind, a flat piece of the shoreline flanked by steep hills. A road or path lead down from between the hills to the rocky shore. At the end of the path was a small wooden dock.

Rob's heart leapt at the sight of it. Something built by people! Civilization had to be close by.

He drank in the sight of it all. The destination the quest had promised. From here, he could start to figure out how to get home.

Drawing closer to shore, he spotted a figure standing on the dock. He squinted against the sun. A man, tall and lean enveloped in a billowy gray robe much like the attire monks wore. His thinning silver hair was pulled back in a ponytail.

Rob stared at the stranger. A welcoming committee? It certainly appeared this individual was waiting for him. But was he friend of foe?

Either the turtle didn't get the purpose of the dock or felt it was beneath its notice because the huge creature paddle past and headed for the rocky beach.

The robed man walked along the dock keeping pace with them, a wide grin on his face.

Well, he's smiling, Rob thought. I'll take that as a good sign.

The turtle made landfall and heaved its mighty bulk up onto the shore. Once it stopped, it turned its head to look at him sideways.

Taking the hint, Rob slid off the saddle and stuck his foot into the top indentation. He grabbed his beachwood club and dropped it to the ground.

As he climbed down, he was keenly aware of the other man walking briskly toward him. With feet on terra-firma he casually picked up his club and held it at his side in a nonthreatening manner. Smile or not, Rob had no idea of this guy's intentions.

The gray robed man stopped in front of him, smiling from ear to ear. “Greetings,” he said. He wore a trim white goatee speckled with black. Around his shoulders, hung several long necklaces which dangled with medallions etched with strange symbols. Rob saw no weapons on his person. Good.

“Hello,” Rob said. The word was like a release having spent a tortuous ordeal alone with no one else to speak to.

But before either one could talk again, the turtle suddenly let out a loud squawk. Rob looked as the turtle used its flippers to dig into the sand and push itself toward the sea.

For several moments, Rob and the man watched in silence as the magnificent creature pulled itself away from shore and out onto the water.

“Incredible,” Rob said as the turtle dipped below the waves and vanished.

“Yes, they are,” the man said. “I assume you managed to perform a summoning?”

“A what?”

“A summoning. To call that creature to your aid.”

“Yeah, I did. I used a shell and blew into it. Then that thing came, picked me up and brought me here.” Rob looked around. “Where is here, by the way?”

The man brightened and raised a finger with barely contained excitement. “Ah, yes. Allow me to get to that in one moment if you will.”

“Okay,” Rob said. A straight answer would be nice right about now, but he only just met this guy and didn't want to be rude by bludgeoning the answer out of him.

Not yet, anyway.

“Allow me to introduce myself,” the man said with a slight bow, “My name is Saif, and I am First Sage of this, uh, Kingdom. Permit me the honor of welcoming you to our land.”

“My name is Rob,” Rob said. “I'm first Janitor of the Bellworth Office towers. And I'm happy to be here.” He hoped.

“Rob,” Saif said, mulling the word over. “May I ask your house name?”

“House name? I don't know what that is. My last name is Barron, if that's what you mean.”

Saif nodded, digesting this bit of information. “Interesting,” he said.

“What is your house name?” Rob said, trying to keep the civil etiquette going.

“I do not have one as of yet,” Saif said. “But I will soon.” His smile returned.

Okay, then, Rob thought. Play hard to get. “Can I ask you a question?”

Saif's face brightened with delight, eyebrows shooting up his forehead. “Why, of course! That is my duty as Sage, after all, to provide answers.”

“You were on the dock as I arrived. Where you expecting me?”

“Well, not you specifically,” Saif said. “But once the island emerged from the ocean I knew it would only be a matter of time before someone would come.”

Rob looked out to sea. The fog he'd passed through was gone. In the distance, he could make out a tiny speck of land. He shivered.

He turned to Saif, “The island emerged?”

“Yes, it was created to help indoctrinate the Chosen One into our world,” he said, then leaned forward a little. “By the way, what happened on that island? I've always wanted to know. Did you learn any spells? Arcane arts? Sword dancing? Was it a classroom setting?”

“I bashed a crab,” Rob said. The pilot light of his anger flickered at the back of his head.

“Oh, dear. How many were set upon you?”

“Just the one, and it was more than enough,” Rob said, trying to get a hold of his temper before it got out of hand. “So you weren't expecting me - Rob, to plop down on this beach? I could have been anyone else?”

“That's correct,” Saif said, his bright expression dimming to one of concern. “It is never known who the Chosen One would be. How can you? It is out of our hands and falls to the judgment of the gods.”

“What's a Chosen One?” Rob asked. Maybe now he can get an answer as to why he was here.

Saif's face froze and Rob could tell that his mind was racing for something to say.

“Come on, Saif,” Rob said, diplomatically. “I've had a hell of a day and it's made me more than a little grumpy.”

Saif frowned, nodding. “Yes, you deserve a proper answer. The Chosen One is someone who is picked by the gods to help lead our kingdom to greatness. He, or she, is expected to guide our people to prosperity, defeat our enemies, adventure into legend and conquer distant lands. A leader, a conqueror, a king!”

Now it was Rob's turn to frown. “I'm a janitor.”

“And what is that?”

“I clean up messes.”

Saif laughed, which sounded oddly like a schoolgirl's giggle. “Well, this kingdom is one big mess, in a manner of speaking. In need of a good and thorough cleaning by a person of your, uh, skill-set to accomplish that. Quite the undertaking, actually. Lots of messes. Messes everywhere.” He grinned at Rob.

Is this guy serious? Rob thought. “So I'm a Chosen One?”

“No, you're the Chosen One.”

“And that's why I'm here? Because I was chosen?”

“You are here because you have been chosen to rule this kingdom. We are in dire need of an adventurer king and the gods picked you for this honor.”

“Wait,” Rob said holding up his hand. “Adventurer king? You need a king and... you've chosen me?”

“The gods chose you, but yes, we need a king,” Saif said, raising and eyebrow. “Would you be our king, Rob Barron?”

Rob gawked at him. So this is why he'd been abducted? To be stuck in a game, or simulation, or whatever this was, and expected to play king? That's what this is all about?

“Can't I just go home?” Rob said. He very much wanted to break into a tirade about being abducted and that this was all wrong, but he needed to keep a lid on it. He'd play this game until he found a way out, but it didn't hurt to ask if he could be shown the exit early.

Saif's smile faltered. “Of that, I do not know, Rob. Such matters are with the gods.”

“Alright, how can I get a hold of them?”

“Um, I don't know. By earning there attention, perhaps.”

“How do I do that?”

“By leading our kingdom to greatness,” Saif said. “By progressing yourself to the very limits of your abilities, by conquering and adventuring across the-.”

Rob held up his hand, again. “Okay, okay, I get the point. I'm supposed to be a king now. Kill a crab, gain a kingdom. Where do I sign up?”

Saif's face transformed to one of unadulterated joy. He bounced up and down on his toes, clapping his hands and making a high pitch keening noise.

Glad to see one of us is happy, Rob thought. But if he were to be honest with himself, he was curious about this whole king business. Maybe it would be fun ruling a great kingdom. With its resources, it might be easier to find a way to escape.

“This is wonderful!” Saif said once he'd finished celebrating. “Oh, we need to make this official, I have the Proclamation right here.” He jammed his hand into a deep pocket of his robe and pulled out a rolled parchment.

“Proclamation?” Rob asked.

Saif unfurled the parchment and handed it to Rob. “Please read this.”

Proclamation of Kingship.

'You have been offered the responsibility of ruling the Kingdom of (unknown) and hereby swear to do so to the utmost of your ability, to treat your subjects fairly, to lead them to prosperity, to conquer distant lands, to annihilate your enemies, to amass great wealth, to share the spoils of your adventuring, and honor the will of the gods.'

Rob asked, “What is Kingdom unknown?”

“What?”

“There's no name for the Kingdom here.”

“Oh, that. We'll get to that later,” he said, waving his hands at the parchment. “Skip to the end.”

Rob looked at the bottom of the parchment.

Do you Accept or Decline this offer?

He paused. “What would happen if I declined?” Would he be sent home?

Saif looked somber. “From what I understand, declining this Proclamation would result in you being cast into the Many Hells, where you will be drowned in its dankest sewers, only to be resurrected and have the process repeated again and again for all eternity.”

“Oh,” Rob said. “Then I accept.”

Saif jumped for joy and clapped his hands.

I sure hope that's not a regular thing with this guy, Rob thought.

A prompt appeared.

You have been given a Kingdom to rule and granted the title of King.

Kingdom Level 1.

Rob waited a few moments, but no other information was offered, like what he was supposed to do now.

Saif gently removed the parchment from Rob's hand and curled it up. “This is wonderful, my lord. The kingdom is most grateful for your choice.” He slipped the rolled parchment back into its pocket then bowed deeply. “I am honored to be in your service, my king.”

If Rob was a king now, he didn't feel any different from thirty seconds ago. “Okay, now what?”

Saif straightened and his smile widened. “Now, your highness, we shall go view your royal holdings and meet your other subjects!”

Rob, feeling doubtful about the whole thing, said, “I can't wait.”

​CHAPTER SEVEN

––––––––
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Saif guided Rob along the beach toward the pathway leading up between the hills. Having spent time on the turtle pitching and heaving about, it took a while for Rob to lose his sea-legs.

“So, I'm officially your king now, correct?” Rob said, carefully stepping over the rocks littering the shore.

“Yes, my Lord,” Saif said with a smile of immense satisfaction. “Oh, it's good to say those words. I thought the day would never come!”

“Do I get a crown to wear or something?” Rob said joking, but stopped in his tracks when he saw the immense wall off in the distance.

“A crown? Well, we don't have anything so formal as that, but I'm sure we can put something together for you, my Lord.” He clapped his hands together saying the last words.

Rob pointed at the wall. “What is that?” It appeared from behind the hills and stretched outward across the sea. He followed it along until it vanished from view. The thing was colossal.

Saif's joyous expression collapsed into a sulk. “That, my Lord, has been our problem for several weeks now. They appeared out of nowhere, surrounding the entire kingdom. Your kingdom. Each day they move inward. Closer and closer. The amount of lands and people that have been lost to them is horrifying.”

A memory twigged at Rob and he snapped his fingers. “I saw them!”

“Saw them?”

“Those walls from above, when I was, uh, flying in. Before landing on the island. I saw the walls that surround this place.” Now that he had some context, it made the wall feel even more imposing than before. What, or who could build such things?

Saif took a step closer to Rob, his eyes pleading. “My Lord, did you see anything beyond them? Other lands? Anything?”

“Yeah, there were other places, mountains, cities, oceans. Why?”

“Thank the gods!” Saif cried out. He clutched at his medallions and danced a little jig. “I had feared the walls only portended the end of the world. That everything behind them had been destroyed or erased from existence.”

Rob shook his head. “Nope, the world is still out there.” Whatever world this may be.

“Oh, thank you for sharing that, my Lord,” he said. “It's such a relief to know. See? Already you've put my mind at ease and you've only been king for a few minutes!”

“Those walls have been moving?”

“Yes, closing in toward castle hill, by my estimation. Shrinking the kingdom leagues at a time.”

There were a couple of items in that sentence Rob needed to pick at. “Castle hill?”

“Yes, considered to be the very heart of your kingdom.”

“I have a castle?” Rob said, excitedly. He envisioned a drawbridge, and walls, and towers, and a throne room.

“I'm afraid not, my Lord. No castle as of yet.”

“Then what do I have?”

“You have a hill.”

Feeling deflated, Rob said, “Okay. Forget about the non-castle for a minute. What's a league?”

Saif blinked at the question. “Why, it's a measure of distance, my Lord.”

“But how long is it?”

“One league is 500 paces.”

It was Rob's turn to blink in confusion. “What's a pace?”

“If you would indulge me, my Lord, could you please take one step forward.”

Rob took a step forward, avoiding a large rock.

“There!” Saif said. “That is one pace. And since you are the king, it is now the new official length of a pace. Let me record this and I'll make the adjustments to all measurements in the kingdom.”

The Sage produced a ball of string from another pocket and squatted down to stretch it from where Rob stood in the sand to where he had just been.

“Uh,” Rob said. “What just happened?”

Saif stood, rolling the string. “You've made your first Royal Decree, my Lord. The previous length of a pace is now no longer valid. This will be the new one.” He grinned happily as he pulled out a small leather-bound notebook and scribbled in it with a thin piece of charcoal.

Rob shook his head. “So a league is 500 of those paces?”

“Correct,” Saif said, pointing at a formula he'd scribbled on a page. “But a league is now a greater distance in length than before. You have a long stride, my Lord.”

Not wanting to wreak any more havoc on the local measurement system, Rob changed the subject. “So I have a shrinking kingdom without a castle. What else do I have?”

Saif thought for a moment. “There's a swamp.”

“You say that like it's a good thing.”

“Well, it's where we get our rats. Which reminds me, are you hungry, my Lord? Fumi should have some spare meat laying about from this morning. Unboiled, sadly, but still edible.”

Rob was starting to miss the tutorial island.

Before he could refuse this generous offer, a man appeared, walking toward them down the path. He carried a fishing net rolled up under an arm.

“Ah, your first royal subject, my Lord,” Saif said.

Realizing he was still holding the beachwood club, Rob stuck it under an arm.

As the man approached, his eyes lit up at the sight of Rob. “Is this him?” he asked, excitedly.

Saif nodded. “Yes, this is him,” he said, and turned to Rob. “My Lord, may I introduce Erwin to you, the kingdom's dock master. Erwin, this is his Royal Highness, King Robert Barron, First Janitor of the Bellworth Office Tower.”

Erwin shifted the netting around so he could remove his cap. “Most honored, my Lord,” he said with a bow. “This day has been too long in coming, if you asked me.”

“Nice to meet you, too,” Rob said. It felt strange being referred to as his Royal Highness. Even my Lord, made him feel a little uncomfortable. But he figured he needed to start getting used to it. Rob nodded at the netting. “Going fishing?”

“Yes, my Lord,” Erwin said, donning his cap. “Figured since there were no more ships due to those damned walls, I'd try my hand at catching us something to eat other than rat.”

“Any luck, yet?” Saif asked, hopefully.

The dock master shook his head. “Nothing. Not a fish or a minnow, or even a crab.”

Rob shivered at the mention of crab. “Could it be that the walls have stopped any fish from getting in?”

Erwin scratched his chin. “Afraid that isn't the case, my Lord. Not that it's my place to correct you, but the fish started to vanish long before those damned walls appeared.”

“It has been over a month since anyone has been able to catch anything edible from the sea,” Saif said. “We compensated the food loss by going to the trading post past the bridge, but even that was eventually blocked.”

Both men gazed sombrely at the ground, then Erwin brightened and looked to Rob. “My Lord, might you be able to help us with the missing fish? Finding out what happened to them, I mean?”

A prompt appeared.

You have been offered a quest. 'Trouble Beneath the Surface'.

The fish stocks off the shores of your kingdom have vanished without a trace. Discover the cause of their disappearance and, if possible, set things right. Reward: Unknown.

Accept or Decline?

“Uh,” Rob said, uncertain what all that would entail. “I accept?”

Quest accepted.

The prompt vanished and he found Saif and Erwin grinning at him.

“Oh, thank you, my Lord!” Erwin said as he bowed his way past them toward the water. “I figure I'll still keep at it, though. You never know if the gods will decide to smile on me today.”

Rob watched Erwin walk away with a spring in his step. What did he just get himself into?

Saif grinned at him. “My Lord, that is so wonderful of you take on such a responsibility. I suspect it will be the first of many!”

Oh, great, he thought. “I don't know anything about fish, other than they taste great smothered in butter.”

“Neither does he,” Saif said nodding to Erwin who cast his net out into the waves. “But as king, you are far more capable at taking on this task than him. Or any of us, for that matter.”

Well, that's why I'm here, apparently, Rob thought. “Did you see that message?”

Saif's eyes widened. “My Lord?”

“I get these messages from time to time, telling me what to do or feeding me annoying bits of information. I got one just now when Erwin mentioned the fish. Did you see it, too?”

“My Lord,” Saif said, his voice grave. “Please. Your communication with the gods is a sacred act. One that should not be talked about lightly or even mentioned, especially with the likes of me.”

Baffled by this statement, Rob said, “What do you mean, the likes of you?”

“I am not a Chosen One. Only a Chosen One can communicate with the gods.” He looked about nervously. “If they choose to speak to you in such a manner, then that is between you and them. Please, I'd ask that you do not bring this subject up, again.”

Thoroughly bamboozled by Saif's reaction, Rob said. “Okay, no problem. Forget I mentioned it.” The Sage looked quite upset, so he tacked on a smile for appearance sake.

Saif sighed with relief. “Very good, my Lord.” He motioned up the path. “Shall we continue?”

The path became steep with long steps carved into the hillside. As they climbed, Rob glanced at Saif, who's face held a tight smile. His demeanor had changed. Talking about the messages had really scared him. But why?

Honing his kingly diplomatic skills, he tried to change the subject. “You said there was a trading post?”

“Yes,” Saif said. “It's run by a trog named Xuthus. A real copper-pincher that one. There's no such thing as a deal at his trading post unless he's the one getting it.”

“Trog?” Rob asked. He was beginning to think everything he said was another question. There was so much to learn about this world. He wished he had his phone with him so he could at least type all this information into it.

“Troglodyte,” Saif said. “They're cave dwellers, mostly, and since they control the tunnels through the mountains, we have no choice but to deal with them if we want supplies.”

“I don't understand,” Rob said. His new mantra.

“Other than the sea, the kingdom is flanked on all sides by mountain ranges. Traveling over them is very difficult, even impossible most times, especially in winter. Getting goods in and out of the kingdom is slow and expensive. But there are tunnels which run through to the other side of the mountains...”
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