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Kingdom Building 101

Rob's grasp on his fledgling kingdom is tenuous, at best.

Expansion is impossible thanks to an angry war-clan of goblins encroaching on the eastern border. Also, monsters and bandits run rampant within the valley threatening his subjects.

And since trade is nonexistent and supply lines are dead, the ramshackle village must be kick-started into an economically viable town – one that generates income for the meager royal treasury, instead of sapping it.

The responsibility for each of these problems are his alone whether he likes it or not.

But there's a larger concern which casts a dark cloud over everything.

His is not the only kingdom and neighboring rulers have started to view this janitor-turned-king as either an exploitable ally...

... or easy prey.
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“We're going to die!”

Another wave crashed into the tiny rowboat, nearly knocking both men over its sides.

“Stop saying that!” Rob shouted back at Erwin. “It's not helping! Grab the oars!”

The little dockmaster who's job was to row them out to sea, grabbed the side for dear life. “I... I can't.” His eyes were wide with fear, taking in the roiling waves around them.

Muffling a curse, Rob shifted from his seat at the bow and shoved Erwin aside, taking both oars. Did he have to do everything himself in this world? Apparently so. Quickly, he wrenched the starboard oar repeatedly, until the boat was pointed in the direction of an approaching wave.

Thankfully, they weren't slammed by the wave and, instead, were heaved over it.

“Bail, for heaven's sake!” Rob roared, as he struggled to keep them from tipping over. They were in a pocket of waves, the ocean seething around them.

“Yes, my Lord!” Erwin said, snatching up a little bucket and scooped out the water which filled the bottom of the boat.

Rob eyed the wall of waves that blocked the entire horizon. What a stupid idea it was to come out here! But he'd wanted to get away from the village for a little while, and all the responsibilities that stalked him there. Going out for a little jaunt on the kingdom's only boat seemed like a great opportunity to escape from the questioning looks his subjects gave and the incessant prodding from Saif.

Since rescuing his people, and returning from the Western Mountains, Rob wanted a few days off from killing, running and worrying. But Saif was having none of that and was perpetually at his elbow asking questions and making suggestions as to what he should be doing. Rob just had to get away.

His excuse to the Sage was to finally get a handle on the quest to figure out why all the fish in the sea had vanished. Erwin was eager, too, so tired of casting out his fishing net and coming up empty.

When they'd rowed away from shore, the seas were calm, almost tranquil. But the further they went out, the rougher the conditions got.

That had been several hours ago. Now they were in the middle of nowhere, with every wave making the point their presence wasn't welcome.

“I'm sorry, my Lord,” Erwin said after a few moments of bailing madly. His rapid movements bordered on panic. “I should have known she'd take a turn.”

Rob focused on keeping them level. “Not your fault, buddy,” he said, making an effort not to shout. No need to rile up his only crew member even more. He'd never paddled a boat before, and felt he was getting the hang of it. Why wasn't this a skill he could level up?

“Yes, but had I taken more time to feel her mood I wouldn't have almost drowned our king!” Erwin's expression morphed from panic to anguish in the span of a heartbeat.

“I haven't drowned!” Rob barked, as he suddenly steered the boat toward another wave. This one was smaller than the others. In fact, the sea appeared to be settling down although it could be his imagination. “And we're not going to, right?”

“Right, my Lord,” Erwin said. His tone made it quite apparent he was just saying what his king wanted him to.

Rob sighed. “This was my idea, my responsibility. Besides, things look to be getting better. The worst is over.”

Erwin gazed about, and actually managed a smile. “Very true, my Lord. You are most astute as always.”

With the threat of death momentarily averted, Rob needed to make a decision. Stay out here, paddling around like fools, or return to shore and all the questions and responsibilities he needed to deal with. Going back would feel like some form of defeat. Better to keep to the quest at hand.

“So which direction should we go?” Rob said, oars at the ready.

“Direction?” Erwin asked, in surprise. “I thought you had a destination in mind.”

“No clue. I'd hoped paddling around might update my quest, but nothings happened.” The quest description was frustratingly vague. What was he looking for, and was it suppose to be out here at all?

“Allow me, my Lord,” Erwin said, and closed his eyes.

Rob watched the dockmaster curiously for several moments then asked, “What  are you doing? Meditating?”

“Listening to the sea,” Erwin said, eyes closed. “She whispers in my ear. Sometimes she shares her secrets although most times I don't understand.”

Perplexed, but not wanting to interrupt, Rob focused on keeping the little rowboat from sinking. The huge waves had tapered off into large, less threatening swells. Although doubtful, he wondered if there was anything to what Erwin claimed.

Suddenly, Erwin's eyes fluttered open. “Oh!” he shouted and pointed off the starboard side. “That direction.”

Frowning, Rob looked. All he saw were more swells and the occasional clashing waves. “Looks like more of the same to me.”

“It's where we need to go,” Erwin said with confidence. “She feels a pain over there.”

“A pain? What's that even mean?”

The dockmaster shrugged. “I'm only conveying what she said. There is a great pain within her watery bosom, and its source is over there.”

Watery bosom? Managing to mask his doubt, Rob asked, “How exactly are you communicating with the ocean?”

“Sea, my Lord. She not an ocean. That term is offensive to her. Ocean lacks a certain... class.”

“Uh huh,” Rob said, keeping a diplomatic tone to his voice. “Sea, then. How are you talking to her?”

“I was born with the skill, my Lord. Few others have it. I've been blessed by the gods, as my mother would often say.”

“What skill?”

Erwin removed his soggy cap from his head and held it out to Rob. “Here.”

Perplexed, Rob took it.

You have taken an item: Cap of the Sea

Durability: 15/15

+35% Voice of the Sea

Value: 10 Gold Pieces

“Voice of the Sea?” Rob said, handing it back. “What's that?”

“It allows me to speak directly to her,” Erwin said, dawning his cap, again. “I can ask certain questions and sometimes, if she's feeling generous, she gives me an answer.”

“Can you teach me this skill?” It sounded like something he should most definitely have, especially out here.

Erwin shook his head. “I'm sorry, my Lord, I cannot. Over the years I've tried, to no avail. Saif thinks it's a skill only the gods can bestow onto us. Onto me.” The last was said with a hint of pride.

“Okay, fine. So this Voice of the Sea is telling you we need to go over that way. Any indication as to what's over there?”

“None,” Erwin said. “But her pain is greatest in that direction.

With a heavy sigh, Rob turned the boat around and rowed. He felt foolish. Despite all he'd accomplished up to this point, the fights won, the experience points earned, the Kingdom levels gained, he really didn't feel like any true progress had been made. He was underpowered and underskilled in everything.

Sure, rescuing his people from the Pech had been one hell of an accomplishment, dragon or no dragon. But all of it didn't feel like he was getting closer to his goal: going home. That still eluded him. The only path laid out before him was finishing quests and gaining levels, both his own and the Kingdom's. But it was all going so damn slow! Things needed to move along a lot faster. There had to be a shortcut out of this place, somehow. He just had to find it before this game, or simulation, or whatever it was, made him lose his mind.

“There, my Lord!” Erwin suddenly shouted.

Pulled away from his dour thoughts, he craned his neck around to look.

At first he didn't see it; just more roiling gray waves and shifting swells. Then something poked up from the water's surface a dozen or so boat lengths away. He peered at the object.

“Is that a piece of lumber?” he said.

“It appears to be the tip of a mast, my Lord!” Erwin said, nearly overcome with excitement.

As they got closer Rob could see it did look like the very top of a ship's mast, its trunk barely noticeable beneath. He blinked in confusion. “This is where we're suppose to be?”

“Yes, my Lord. Most definitely.” A huge grin took up most of the dockmaster's face.

Well, at least one of us is happy about this, Rob thought, looking at the mast. Roughly two or three feet stuck up in the air. Looking over the boat's side he couldn't see the rest of the ship, masked by the slate gray murk of the sea. “How can a ship be so close to the surface here? Shouldn't it be deeper this far out?”

Erwin shrugged. “I don't know. I've never fished here before. Perhaps the bottom rises in this area.”

As they came up to the mast, Erwin reached over and grabbed it. Rob half expected something to lurch out of the water and snap up the dockmaster, but the little man pulled the boat up against it with a dull thud.

It made for a strange sight, this mast jutting from the dark waters out here in the middle of nowhere. A sudden sense of dread washed over him, chilling him more than the sea water could.

“How do you think it sank?” Rob said, glancing around with apprehension. Were there sea monsters in this world?

“I don't know, my Lord. But it must have happened a long time ago.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Well, we haven't had a ship at our shores in over, oh, I don't know. Months, perhaps. And those were high-seas traders, but they'd left in a hurry.”

“Why?”

“We had nothing to trade.”

Rob could understand that. When he'd first arrived in this messed up universe the kingdom had absolutely nothing of value. It still didn't. Sure, there were the remnants of supplies the Troglodytes had given them, but those were being consumed fast as more people returned. A pang of anxiety fluttered in his stomach. Even with him as king, the kingdom was destitute.

“Think there might be treasure down there?” Rob said, squinting at the murk. It was as transparent as concrete.

“Oh, I don't doubt there might be items within the ship's hold. Treasure, supplies, even. We can't know for sure. Well, unless you go down there, my Lord.”

The anxiety he felt suddenly intensified, swirling in his stomach. He closed his eyes and focused on regulating his breathing. This was unexpected. Although he didn't know what the quest really involved, he hadn't counted on having to dive into the cold angry waters of a sea with a voice. You can do this, he told himself over and over. No one else will.

“Are you okay, my Lord? You look a little pale.”

Rob opened his eyes. “No, I'm fine. Just psyching myself up. Are you absolutely sure this is the spot we need to be. The voice isn't saying we should go back to shore now?”

“Uh, no. This is the source of her anguish. Please, my Lord. She needs your help.”

Well, he needed to be sure. But if this is the spot, so be it.

“Okay, fine. I'll take a look, at least.” He didn't feel the conviction in his voice.

He switched places with Erwin so the other man could control the oars. Then he undid his leather jerkin and placed it on the plank-seat. He doubted the sea water was good for its durability. Then his boots and socks came off. He'd left his shield back on land, figuring there wouldn't be need for it out here.

From the bottom of the boat he picked up his mace and handed it to Erwin. “Here, hold onto this and don't lose it. Can I use that knife of yours?”

“Of course, my Lord,” Erwin said and removed it from the little sheath on his belt.

You have taken an item: Fishing knife.

Durability: 15/15

Damage: 1-5

Value: 15 Silver Pieces

Better than nothing, Rob thought as he slipped it under his belt at his hip. There was no way he could swing the mace under water, so he'd have to rely on this little blade if something happened.

After considering how he should get in the water, he ruled out sitting on the edge and falling backward like a scuba diver. Instead, he threw one leg over, then the other and slowly eased himself in, grabbing onto the mast to keep his balance.

Sweet lord it was cold! He bobbed in the water between the boat and mast, clinging to both, not wanting to let go. Beneath he could feel the emptiness of the water, cold and dark. For several moments, he fought the irrational sensation he was about to fall. Clinging to the side of the boat, he closed his eyes and gasped.

From the relative safety of the boat, Erwin leaned close and said, “She says you're doing a great job, so far, my Lord.”

Rob's eyes fluttered opened. “Who?”

“The sea. She says she has confidence in you.”

Rob blinked at the other man in confusion, then understood. “She does, huh? Well, then I don't want to disappoint her.”

He breathed deeply several times trying to expand his lungs, but just as he was about to drop down, Erwin suddenly lunged forward and grabbed his arm.

“My Lord!” the dockmaster shouted.

“What?! What is it?!” Rob said, alarmed.

“If you die, can I be the king?”

Rob stared at the other man, resisting the urge to strangle him. After a few moments he regained his composure and said, “Yeah, sure. Why not.”

“Oh, that's wonderful! First, I'd expel Saif, then hire a pretty Sage from Casso. Then, I'll -.”

But Rob didn't stick around for the rest. He inhaled deeply one last time, closed his eyes and pulled himself down. Water flooded his ears and into his nose, but he he didn't let these sudden sensations throw him off. After a couple of seconds, he opened his eyes.

He clung to the mast, barely a foot beneath the undulating surface. The bottom of the boat wobbled an arm's length away. He heard something, strange and alien, piercing the gurgling noise of the water in his ears. Then he realized it was Erwin, still chattering away to himself about all the things he'd do when he was king.

He looked down. The mast descended beneath him a dozen feet to fade into the dark below. This wasn't the crystal-clear waters of the Caribbean. The sea bottom, and the bulk of the ship, was hidden in a gray haze. Sunlight filtered downward to be absorbed by the darkness. Not very inviting.

Rob took all this. He wasn't a great swimmer, but he knew he could do this. Releasing the relative security of the mast he angled himself downward headfirst and kicked with his legs, but only managed to move a foot or two.

Frustrated, he swam harder. Barely making any progress he kept at it. Soon, the strain of fighting against the water pressure was too much and he coughed. Air exploded from his compressed lungs and bubbles shot up from his mouth and blinded him.

Panicked, he changed direction and fought his way back to the surface where he clung to the exposed mast, gasping heavily.

Erwin was oblivious to this, still talking to himself. “Then, we'll have a parade for me once a week, just to remind everyone who's king. No! A parade every day! Perfect. That would annoy Fumi to no end!”

Incredulous, Rob ignored him and calmed his breathing. What happened? This should be an easy swim for him. He always loved to dive into the deep end of the community pool, sometimes timing himself to see how long he can hang out at the bottom. But this was different.

He was considering if it had something to do with it being salt water when it hit him. Yes, he was a good swimmer, but not here. Back in the real world swimming was almost second nature to him. Here, though, there was a severe limitation. His character didn't know how to swim. Sure, it was his body, or at least an exact representation of his body from the real world. But it obviously couldn't do all the physical things he'd learned.

When he'd jumped into the river, back when the pech were chasing him, the swimming skill his character had only got to 3%. And he wasn't really swimming then, just being carried along.

“I have to learn to swim again,” he said with growing frustration. But he needed to get to the bottom of the sea in hopes of making any potential progress with this quest. He had to work around the problem and come up with another solution. How long would it take him to teach his avatar to swim? If the progress he'd made with his other skills were any indication it would be a good long time. Maybe never.

Struck with an idea, he began breathing deeply again.

Erwin was still chattering, his gaze looking to a far off place. “I'd order Jace to make me a big tree house. No! A castle tree house! And I'd have a thousand servants. No! Pech slaves. Let those goat-suckers feel what it's like. Ha!”

If there were more royal edicts Erwin wanted to decree, Rob didn't hear them. He took a deep breath and dunked beneath the surface.

Using the mast as a ladder, Rob pulled himself slowly downward.

After a few moments he'd made more progress than his previous attempt. The bulk of the ship soon revealed itself, emerging from the dark gloom. At the midway point of the mast he stopped to take in his surroundings.

The ship was huge. Nothing like the ships back in the real world, but big enough. It reminded him of the ones he'd seen in pirate movies or tv shows.

It had three masts, of which his was the middle and the largest. The one near the aft had snapped at its base and lay at an angle across the deck over the port side. The other was missing completely, only a ragged stump remaining.

Squinting, he could make out details of the deck. It was covered in rigging and thick ropes. His eyes traveled down the length of the ship to the raised aft deck which had a huge wooden steering wheel. As he tried to peer through the gloom to get a better look at it, a movement at the corner of his eye startled him.

A large strange form undulated in the water close by, dark and foreboding. Instinctively, he reached for his mace then realized his mistake. Releasing the mast, he grasped at the little fishing knife, only to have it slip from his grasp. As it tumbled slowly downward he tried to grab it, but he floated upwards.

He looked to the strange form again. It hadn't moved toward him, instead, it floated in place. Even as he was retreating upwards he realized what it was. The sails from the mast, ripped away from their rigging. They stretched out into the darkness like a giant torn flag of defeat.

But his relief was momentary. Already his lungs were bursting so he allowed himself to be slowly pushed upwards, occasionally kicking his legs, letting his heartbeat slow down.

When he broke the surface he wasn't the least surprised to find Erwin still excitedly babbling away.

“I'll have dragons, too!” the dockmaster exclaimed to the air. “And I'll ride the biggest one. If anyone talks to me like I'm an idiot, I'll set their ass on fire!”

Rob ignored the diatribe and worked on his breathing. After taking in a big lungful of air he submerged, again.

Using the the handholds down the length of the mast, he pulled himself all the way to the deck in no time at all. Allowing himself a feeling of satisfaction he paused to look about, his eyes drawn back to the aft deck.

A figure hunched over the great steering wheel. Rob blinked in surprise. It was a skeleton, its bony hands clutching the knobs lining the wheel. It still wore clothes, all tatters. Atop its skull was a dark three-pointed hat. The motion of the current caused the skeleton to sway back and forth, as if it still tried to steer the ship, even in death.

Rob recalled the skeletons he fought back outside of Perrin's crypt. Although this one didn't appear to be a threat, he resolved to keep clear of it.

Suddenly, he was hit by a strange sensation. Fatigue. His limbs became leaden and he felt tired. What the hell was this? Thinking he might of overexerted himself during the descent, he noticed an odd movement in the water around him. A dark ripple pulsed outward from the back of the ship on the starboard side.

He assumed it was his imagination when another dark ripple pulsed out and expanded outwards to vanish from view. After several moments he watched the pulsing continue, almost regularly, like a clock slowly ticking.

Or a beating heart.

His fatigue got worse and glanced at his Energy bar as another pulse passed over him. His Energy dropped from 60 to 55.

Uh oh.

Something on the side of the ship's hull was sending out those dark ripples, and each one sapped at his Energy. He couldn't tell how much was lost due to the dark pulses or from his dive. Either way, the drop was alarming. Without Energy would he even be able to swim back up?

A quick movement on the deck to his right startled him.

A small red crab scuttled along the wooden deck, deftly climbing the fallen rigging. The creature was barely bigger than his hand, but it brought back memories of the monstrosity he fought on the tutorial island, and he watched the new arrival with suspicion.

A dark pulse of water passed over the crab and it froze in place. Its legs suddenly curled beneath itself and the currently lifted it up from the deck. It slowly spun through the water and over the side to disappear from view.

That wasn't a good sign.

He needed to get out of here, and fast. The risk of drowning was too great, now.

Pushing his feet against the deck he shot upward just as another dark pulse rolled up over his body. His Energy was now at 30.

You have advanced in Swimming! Skill has increased from 2% to 3%.

Despite the heavy feeling in his legs, he kicked as fast as he could, only gaining a sense of relief once he broke the surface. He desperately gasped, thankful to feel the fresh sea air fill his lungs.

“And I'll have ten wives!” Erwin said to himself. “No, fifty. And they'll all be beautiful and give me hundreds of fat babies!”

“Erwin!” Rob sputtered, his chest aching. He hung onto the mast for dear life, his Energy having bottomed out at 5.

Erwin blinked and looked at Rob, as if seeing him for the first time. “Oh, my Lord! Are you okay?”

“No,” Rob said, trying to not get angry. “Not at all. Do you have an Energy Potion?”

“Energy Potion? Well, no. No one does. No one can make them, either. And without any trade I don't see us getting some anytime soon.”

Whether Erwin intended the comment to be a barb or not, Rob ignored it. “There's something in the ship that sucked out all my Energy.”

“Really?” Erwin said, eyes comically wide. He looked over the boat's side at the water. “But I don't feel anything.”

“What's your Energy at?”

“A hundred. It rarely drops below that as I try not to exert myself when I can.”

Judging on how he rowed the boat, Rob didn't doubt it. “Any idea what could be doing that?”

“No clue, my Lord. But it does sound like magic of a kind. Although I have no idea what. Maybe Saif would know. We should go back.”

Rob frowned. This pulsing magic was probably the cause of the loss of fish. But his quest hadn't updated so he had to make sure. “No,” he said. “I have to see what the hell it is, first. Gimme a minute.”

“My Lord, there are other potions you could use to help.”

“Like what?”

“Well, there's a potion of Hold Breath that lasts about an hour before you have to breathe, again.”

“And I guess you don't have one?”

“No, my Lord,” Erwin said, but at Rob's grimace he hastily added, “But I do know the recipe for making it.”

“You do? What is it?”

“Two Air Flowers and Three Sea Beads. I think the flowers are found in caves, while the Sea Beads are a type of seaweed found in shallow waters.”

You have learned a new Recipe: Potion of Hold Breath

Ingredients:

Water x 1

Air Flower x 2

Sea Beads x 3

Required: Basic Alchemy Kit

Effect: Allows for the user to hold their breath for 60 minutes without the need for air.

Well, great, Rob thought, glumly. He didn't have either the ingredients nor the kit. It didn't help him now. He'd have to rely on trying for another dive.

“Where the hell can I get a kit?” he asked as he watched his Energy bar increase. Remaining motionless appeared to help it recover faster.

“No idea. From what I understand they are exceptionally rare and very expensive. But if you did get one think of all the potions you could make! Healing and Mana and Invisibility!”

“Invisibility? You're kidding?”

“Well, I've only heard of such a thing, never used one before. But I do know it exits.”

“You wouldn't happen to have the recipe for that?”

“I'm afraid not.”

With his Energy at full, he took several deep breaths. Then, he submerged.

He was going to finish this damn quest, once and for all.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​CHAPTER TWO



[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


Mindful he was on a clock other than his air, Rob quickly descended the mast to the deck. He could see the pulsing waves moving outwards into the watery void like an expanding bubble. He needed to move down the length of the ship to get to it. But with his Energy dropping, the distance looked like miles instead of meters.

A glint from within some nearby rigging caught his eye, and he pulled himself over to investigate. It was Erwin's fishing knife. He scooped it up, thankful to have some kind of weapon.

He decided on the shortest course of action and moved to the ship's side closest to him. The vast murky waters stretched out before him, cold and empty. From here he could see the pulsing waves were actually passing through the wood of the ship, like it didn't exist. It proved it was not limited by objects, like some kind of magical gamma rays.

His Energy was dropping quick, but he tried to ignore it. Panicking now wouldn't help the situation. Screwing up his courage he pulled himself up against the railing and leaned over just enough to see the outer hull below him.

The ship rested on the bottom of the sea, sand stretching out into the darkness. He found some solace in this. At least the ship wasn't floating along just below the surface. Such a revelation might have caused him serious vertigo.

His lungs ached for air. How long had he been down here? It was hard to say. Over a minute at least. Strange that he could hold his breath longer here than he could in the real world. The other dives lasted several minutes each. Perhaps his lungs were becoming better at holding air longer? Was that part of his swimming skill?

Another pulse passed over him, jarring him from his thoughts. He looked down the length of the hull in the direction the waves were coming from.

A huge gash punctured the hull near the aft end. From his angle he could see wooden barrels and crates jumbled within. A cargo ship?

The dark waves expanded outwards from within the hull, emanating from the hole, itself. A central point. What the hell could it be?
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