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A potential for escape.

With a gnoll army camped between him and the Great Circle, Robert is faced with a dilemma. He needs to eliminate them in order to learn more about the exploit.

But to accomplish this, he must first improve his army by securing a supply of tin, located somewhere to the east.

Only then can he prepare for the coming battle, and a chance to go home.
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“Here they come, right on time,” Jillian said.

Robert Barron looked in the direction the young ranger pointed. Sure enough, he saw them. The gnoll patrol walked up the cobblestone street of the Dead City, and toward where he, and his party, were waiting.

But there was little worry of being discovered. Perched high above, on the ledge outside the hole, they couldn't be seen. Just as long as everyone didn't cast Light or used torches, they’d stay invisible.

Rob and Jillian watched as the patrol approached, then pass by, directly below. None of the humanoids so much as glanced upward, much to Rob’s relief. He’d learned the dog-faced beings had an incredibly enhanced sense of smell. But it apparently didn’t extend way up to where his group was.

The six heavily armed gnolls headed to the great dome, their usual destination. They followed the final turn and vanished from view.

Jillian let out an audible sigh. “They are punctual, I’ll give them that. There's no deviation in their schedule, not even by a minute.”

Rob nodded. “Let's hope they stay that way.”

It had been a week since his return to Hope, after defeating Shanna, and her Dust Rider clan. The people had taken to calling it the Battle of the Southern Pass, and extolling his commander’s prowess. He thought the name was apt, but not the assessment of him. People had died. Too many. Had he planned it more thoroughly, maybe more would have survived.

Instead, he had to face the parents and family members of the dead.

Dead with no names.

Immediately after touching the Kingdom Cornerstone, he went directly to the Resurrection Chamber, and used the altar. It presented a painfully short list of names of people he could bring back to life.

Four. Only four. One was Breddin, the farmer from before. But out of the over two dozen who’d fought and perished for him, three names were shown. Each he only knew vaguely in passing. Not personal friends, like Jace had been.

At first, he couldn't understand it. Why only three, when so many others died?

Consulting with Saif, and after investigating the listed names, he and the Sage had come up with a theory.

Each of the three had been the best in their respective duties, or skills, out of the whole army. One had been the best with a sword, the second with a bow, and the third showed impressive leadership during the battle at directing troops.

This told Rob what he needed to know about who could or couldn't be resurrected. It wasn’t determined by him; it was determined by the game. Only those deemed most useful to Rob’s Kingdom, and his progression, would be listed.

This frustrated Rob. He wanted everyone who died by his command to have the opportunity to be brought back. But the game’s algorithmic determination overruled him, apparently.

Which was why he had made it a priority to monitor the patrols, and had Fenton set up a watch at the hole, overlooking the Dead City. Knowing the gnoll’s movements would allow him a chance at getting to the shard garden, where he’d planted the life shards. If enough had grown, he’d be able to bring some of the names on the list back. He needed to check the garden.

“How long until they come back?” Rob asked. They spoke carefully in hushed voices. The eerie silence of the vast chamber carried sound.

“Not even five minutes. We think they sit and wait by the dome, then return to their camp,” Jillian said.

They both looked southeastward, where the huge engraving of a circle on the far cavern wall could barely be discerned. Below it, blocked from view by ancient buildings, the gnoll encampment had been set up in the courtyard.

From what could be determined over the last several days, they were still there; working on digging through the blocked entrance. An entrance to what, Rob had only his own theories to entertain. A Great Circle of some kind. Whatever it was, or did, he was utterly clueless, along with everyone else.

Above where Rob and Jillian sat, Lessa poked her head out of the darkness of the hole. “Anything exciting happening?”

“No, thankfully,” Rob said. “And I want it to stay that way.”

“Well, that's disappointing,” Lessa said, as she shifted her legs around to sit over the lip of the hole. “I’ve gotten a little bored with training the recruits, and was hoping for another big battle.”

“I missed all the fun,” Jillian said, frowning. “Jace had me tracking bears through the valley, so the foragers wouldn’t accidentally cross paths with them.” She caught a glance from Rob, and she stiffened. “Not that it isn’t important. Bears and foragers shouldn't mix.”

“There was nothing fun about it,” Rob said, careful to not put too much of an edge in his voice. “It was a lot of screaming, and dieing.”

Lessa drew her bow and tested its taut string. “Yeah, but we won.” When Rob looked at her, the archer held his gaze. “They started it, we finished it. The whole point of having an army is to keep bullies, like those dust-heads, from imposing their will on you. It wasn’t fun, it was necessary.”

Rob sighed. He knew she was right. It still didn't take away from the horrific guilt he felt over all those deaths.

“Oh, I almost forgot,” Lessa said. “Benton is in position, ready to do the deed at your signal.”

“Good,” Rob said. “Hopefully it won’t come to that.”

He had the builder wait a short distance down the tunnel which led to the city door. If what Rob was about to attempt failed, he wanted the option to collapse the tunnel, preventing the gnoll army from easily gaining access to the surface. Although he was very aware this wouldn’t stop them entirely, it would slow them down enough to give him time to prepare. Hopefully.

That was if his plan didn’t work out the way he wanted.

“Here they come!” Jillian hissed. “Right on time.”

The gnolls reappeared, and slowly walked down the street completely unaware they were being observed. Soon, they reached the three-way intersection and turned eastward.

Rob gave it to the count of thirty, and when they didn't reappear, he said. “Okay, time to go.”

Quickly, Jillian released a catch on the ledge and a long rope ladder unrolled, dropping down the side of the wall. Rob climbed down its length to the next ledge, then was followed by the ranger and Lessa.

From this ledge, another rope ladder was unrolled, and the climbing process repeated. Twice more this was done from two more ledges with two more sets of rope ladders. The height of the hole was so great, a single ladder couldn't be used.

As he climbed, Rob was mindful not to look down as doing so gave him a severe bout of vertigo. A potentially fatal mistake.

Thankfully, he reached the bottom and hurried across the street to wait in an abandoned building for the other two. High above, another scout watched the distant intersection, ready to signal if the patrol suddenly reappeared.

Jillian finally joined him, then Lessa. Wordlessly, they moved a couple of blocks deeper into the city, away from the main street. They quickly headed north.

Rob worried they’d encounter some of the monstrous fauna of the cavern, resulting in a noisy fight. But the alleyways were devoid of life, only ancient debris and dust.

Soon, they arrived at the edge of the dome's courtyard, and paused to look around. Where hundreds of mutant ant corpses had lay crumpled on the stone ground, none were present. Long reclaimed by the game.

Certain the coast was clear, Rob led them to one of the yawning, ground floor entrances. As they crossed the courtyard, he remembered to summon his two shale-mites, which appeared in the air to fly beside him.

Weapons at the ready, they entered. There was no telling if the gnolls, or their masters, had the agency to set a trap somewhere in the dome. Had the garden been discovered, it was possible a surprise could have been left. Unger had been the one to suggest the possibility. The Shard Scholar had emphasized the value of the garden. And if the invaders knew of its existence, it would not be left unguarded, or unobserved.

That wasn't going to stop Rob. Not at all. It was his shard garden, regardless if a bunch of gnolls wanted it.

When they reached the inner chamber, with its high, arched ceiling, they paused. Rob had slain the ant-queen here, and he found the large empty space eerily quiet. If the dome’s secret had been discovered, this was where an ambush would take place.

Rob nodded at Lessa to stand watch by the entrance, then he and Jillian cautiously crossed the chamber to the opposite side.

A portion of the stone wall appeared mottled, and out of place, not quite matching the rest of the structure.

The stone barrier was still in place, much to Rob’s relief. So, it hadn’t been noticed.

“So, this is it?” Jillian whispered when they reached the wall.

“Yes, now watch,” Rob said, placing his hand on the barrier and dispelling it. The stone instantly crumbled away into dust. The brightness of the shard garden beyond made them squint.

Inside, the rectangular altar at the center glowed brightly. Atop were two Major Shards of Life. The two mediums he’d planted had grown. A Minor shard had even sprouted within a socket next to one of them.

So it worked. He’d worried the error message might have somehow screwed the garden’s process up, but he was relieved it hadn’t. But was the error corrected?

Rob cleared his throat. “How long does it take to grow a Medium shard into a Major one?” It was the same question which gave the error message before.

To his surprise, he got a response.

The growth rate is variable for each shard, regardless of size or type.

Huh. He hadn’t expected that. “So every shard’s growth rate is different? That sucks.”

The growth rate is variable for each shard, regardless of size or type.

Rob let out a laugh. Figured. Why provide a consistent duration when random ones made things more interesting for him?

Jillian politely cleared her throat. “Are... are you conversing with the Gods?”

He laughed, again. “Yeah, sure. But trust me when I say it's a one way conversation.” He looked over the glowing shards. It had been several weeks since he’d inserted them in the sockets, so there was no telling how long it actually took for these two to hit Major size. And the single, Minor shard proved their spawn rate differed. Frustrating, but not surprising.

“Are we taking those?” Jillian said.

“No, we’ll leave them. The more there are, the faster they should grow. Okay, let's get to work.”

They each unslung a pack they’d been specifically carrying for this place. Inside were a myriad of shards of different sizes and types, provided by Unger. The two quickly went about clicking the shards into sockets across the entire chamber, mindful to keep similar types together.

When Rob had told the Shard Scholar about the garden, the man nearly had a heart attack, right then and there.

“They are so rare!” he said. “So rare that kingdoms wage wars over them!”

Rob had assured him it was still safe, and would be watched over. Which was why he was here. The garden could be used to grow many Major Life shards, which would be used to bring back the dead. And based on a single battle alone, there would be a need for a lot of them.

But this presented another issue. If the gnolls discovered the garden, he doubted they’d just ignore it. Which was why it needed to remain a secret. At least until he was ready to deal with the gnolls, once and for all.

After a time, they finished inserting all their shards, then left. Outside the little, glowing chamber, Rob looked at Jillian.

“Okay, you're up.”

The ranger took out a sharded stone, and slapped it at the side of the entrance. In seconds, a new barrier formed over, sealing it, again. It had been necessary to have someone other than Rob create the seal, making it easier to dispel. A king couldn't be expected to be everywhere at once.

A schedule had been drawn up by Unger to check the garden, and the growing shards within. Rob had assembled a small team of rangers and scouts whose job it was to monitor it. Jillian, and her incredible running ability, was put in charge. She’d run small groups there and keep Unger updated on the growth progress. As long as she avoided the gnolls, they would be fine.

They rejoined Lessa.

“All good?” she said.

“Good enough,” Rob said. “They're growing, but not fast enough.”

“So, no Major shards?” She looked hopeful.

“We have to leave it for a good, long while.” They’d both hoped there’d be enough shards for even a single resurrection. But, no go.

There were still the ten shards he held for the dark elves. The adventurers hadn't emerged from the Annex Marsh, even after all this time. Rob checked for their names at the resurrection chamber daily, sometimes twice, but they hadn’t appeared. There was no knowing when they would leave.

He, and the two women, walked to the entrance. Rob was about to step out when Lessa suddenly yanked him back. She pointed.

High up the western cavern wall was the hole, completely hidden in shadow, unless you knew where to look. Within the hole, a tiny cluster of glow rocks wiggled back and forth.

The signal. The patrol was back!

“Oh, damn,” Rob said, and peeked up in the direction of the main street. The patrol wasn’t in view, but there was no telling when they would.

“Run,” Rob said. “While we have time.”

The two women immediately bolted across the courtyard, toward the buildings. With their running ability, they easily left Rob in the dust.

He ran as quickly as he could, mindful of his loud footfalls, but unable to do anything about it.

When he reached the other side, and moved behind a building, he glanced toward the street to see the figures of the approaching gnolls.

Pressed up against a wall, he paused to catch his breath. Had he been seen?

He found a vantage point to peer through the rubble and at the courtyard.

The gnolls walked along the street toward the dome. They didn’t appear to have seen them, and casually sauntered toward the dome. As they reached one of its entrances, Rob held his breath. Were they going to the garden?

Instead of entering, the group stopped just inside, then dispersed. Some sat, while others fidgeted with their weapons.

Rob and the others watched the gnolls in confusion for a long time. What were they doing back so soon? Had something changed, or given them a reason to return? Whatever it was, Rob faced a dilemma. He could sneak back to the ladder and risk being discovered while climbing up, or wait. But wait for how long?

After nearly an hour with no indications of the gnolls leaving, Rob’s impatience won out.

He motioned for the other two to follow, and they walked deeper into the buildings several blocks. When they were far enough away, he stopped.

He looked at Jillian. “Any idea what they're up to?”

The ranger could only shrug. “I’ve no clue, my lord. They have never, once, done this before. None of the patrols stayed there more than a few minutes.”

“I don't think they know we're here,” Lessa said. “If they did, they’d be looking instead of lazing about. It could just be a change up on the patrol routine to keep everyone on their toes.”

If that was the case, it was working. Rob found himself a little uncertain what to do next.

“We could wait until they leave. They have to go back sometime,” Jillian said.

Rob sighed, and rubbed at his beard. He was tired of wasting time, and waiting even longer on the gnolls would just drive him crazy.

“Okay, this is what we’ll do,” he said after some thought. “As long as they're around, it's too risky to climb. We can do something more constructive.” He pointed over the buildings to the far eastern cavern wall. “We haven't checked out that part of the city, yet. Let's go exploring for a couple hours, then come back and check on our friends.”

“Sounds exciting,” Lessa said with a grin.

Quietly, they moved deeper into the Dead City.
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They moved cautiously through the narrow, ruined streets and alleyways. This area of the city appeared older than they’d seen before. Every building was crumbling or on the verge of collapse. Some were simply piles of rubble.

What few deemed safe enough to enter were explored. Rob hoped they’d find some loot, like the other sections, but nothing was found, which only added to his frustrations. But things changed as they got closer to the cavern wall.

As they climbed over the ruined remains of a building, the area opened up into a wide square. Standing at its center was a building. Rob paused in surprise. It wasn't in ruins. Nor did it appear to have been subjected to the ravages of time. It looked to be perfectly preserved, or newly built.

“Odd,” Lessa said, wary.

“Yup,” Rob said in agreement. “Let's check it out.”

Cautiously, they passed through its open, arched entryway. Within was a large, single room. Along one wall was what appeared to be an old smelting furnace, similar to what the blacksmiths had in Hope, but larger. The roof directly above was opened to allow smoke to escape. In the middle of the room was a slightly raised platform with a strange looking rectangular pedestal.

“A smithy,” Lessa said, stating the obvious. “Ancient, but still looks usable.”

Rob walked over to the pedestal. Its dusty, flat top had been meant for something important. An anvil. But that was long gone. “Huh. I suppose the people who used to live here needed smithwork done, too. Makes sense.”

“But why does the place look newly built?” Lessa said.

Jillian pointed at the walls. “Look. They've got strange markings on them.”

Rob peered at the walls. They were completely covered in what looked to be bizarre writing, like hieroglyphs. Even the ceiling had them. Perhaps they were magical in nature, helping to keep the structure from falling to time. Interesting.

Lessa said, “Well, too bad they took their anvil with them, wherever they went. Might have been valuable.”

Rob agreed. The smiths’ anvil was one of the most expensive items in all of Anika, excluding buildings.

He ran his hand over the vacant pedestal, and noticed something. Wiping away the dust revealed a silver marking resembling a smith’s hammer. It was almost as large as his hand, firmly embedded into the surface. Curious, he removed a glove and touched it.

Smith’s Mark of Magic

Applying this Mark to an anvil’s base increases the chance of granting forged items with a magical trait.

+2% chance of magical trait.

Wow! The blacksmiths would love this as theirs had 0.5%. But could it be removed?

To his surprise, when he pressed down on it, the mark popped out with a loud click. He held it in his hand in amazement. So, their exploration hadn’t been for nothing after all.

Lessa frowned, tensing. “That was too easy.”

Rob was about to agree when the markings on the walls and
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