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For a kingdom to progress, so must its king.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Wood: 215

Lumber: 10

Stone: 10

Iron: 2

Iron Ore: 0

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

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

Kingdom Population: 185

Outside of kingdom: 1

Towns:

Hope: 170

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“They locked you away, too?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“The gods have taken them,” Saif said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

At least not yet.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“That I will,” Rob said, subconsciously rubbing at the draining collar around his neck. “Come, Saif. I think it’s time we had a little chat with the new Overlord.”
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They passed through the unguarded gate, and into the main courtyard. Makeshift tents filled the small space, which looked even smaller with all the horses.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The porter blanched, then fled out the door.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“That is?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Iron ore?”

Trenton nodded, then leaned
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