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​KINGDOM LEVEL SIX

A dungeon to delve into.

With the revelation of a potential way to escape from this world, Robert must explore his very first dungeon in the search for its clues.

But the Dead City is not a place for the meek, and he must tread carefully. There are dangers hidden in its quiet streets, which he must be wary of.

And he still has a kingdom to run, with projects to approve and the beginnings of an army to train.

The job of an adventurer king is never done.
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“We're going to be rich!” Erwin cried.

The dock master clapped his hands and danced a jig as a boat full of fish was pulled up onto the beach.

“That's a good haul,” Robert said, peering into the boat. It was packed full of squirming, twitching fish of all kinds and varieties.

“Every haul is a good haul, my lord,” Erwin said. “Considering how long we couldn’t even fish. But, thanks to you, we can now fish all day!”

It had been nearly a week since Rob and Fenton had pulled out the sarcophagus from its watery grave. The fish had returned, and Erwin had organized a small army of fishermen to reap the ocean of its new bounty.

Rob looked out to the horizon. Two other boats were casting their nets, having unloaded their previous hauls. The boats had been made by one of Gunther's apprentices, while the carpenter was busy with the town wall. The nets had been provided by Zuthus, who was giddy at the prospect of trading for fish, a troglodyte staple.

But Rob was more focused on the distant horizon, scanning for a sail, a harbinger of the shadow pirates lurking in the deeper waters. He was worried they would attack his fishermen, and rightly so. Although they had not made an appearance, he knew they were still out there.

Yet, Erwin insisted that as long as the boats stayed within sight of shore, the pirates wouldn't be a problem. And so far, it was true. The fishing went on without a hitch, with the carpenter apprentice finishing a carved boat every couple of days, adding to the kingdom’s tiny flotilla.

Rob watched as Erwin barked orders at the people on the beach. Some filled large baskets provided by the Troglodytes and hauled them up the cliffside path. An array of baskets had been placed at the top, awaiting pickup by the trogs. Others hauled fish up the path to another area. Here, between the beach and the grassy fields, had been assembled dozens of dry racks made of branches. Fish were hung on them to dry in the warm morning sun. Once finished, they will be taken back to town to be enjoyed by the people, while a portion would be given to Zuthus, who had clients to sell them to.

Saif appeared at the top of the cliffside path, and waved, robe billowing comically with the ocean breeze.

Rob grabbed four baskets, two to a hand, and carried them up with relative ease. People glanced at him wide eyed, and chuckled. He had discovered putting points in his Strength attribute made him stronger than most others and he marveled at what he could carry. He never could do this in real life, only in a video game.

He dropped off his haul and turned to the Sage, who was counting the baskets. “How much for all these?”

Saif did some quick math in his head. “Maybe one hundred to one hundred and twenty gold.”

Rob’s eyes lit up. “That much? Just for this?” He hadn’t expected the price of fish to be so valuable.

“It’s a good haul, my lord. The different species off our coast are in high demand, especially with the trogs. If we keep expanding the fishing fleet, and stocks can be maintained, I expect we could easily make one thousand gold per day, after costs, of course.”

Rob marveled. Maybe he should hang up his sword and become a fisherman. “It looks like Erwin has a good handle on the situation. He can manage things until we can get around to building a proper dock.” The dock they had was old and dilapidated. And it wasn’t suitable for larger ships to use, according to Erwin.

Saif said, “Before a dock can be built there is the small matter of the pirates. No one can even attempt to approach our shore while they skulk out there.”

Rob sighed. “It’s on my to-do list, don’t worry. But, for now, let's just enjoy what we have.” The truth was he had no idea how to deal with the shadow pirates. They were ethereal beings, and could control water, as he had seen them do. He was hoping something would come up which would help him. He knew the game would provide him with the means, eventually.

A town guard called out, and pointed west. “Trogs, my lord!”

Several reptilian humanoids emerged from the forest and waded across the shallow creek. It was the largest group of their kind he had seen since he first encountered them. For a moment, he was a little alarmed at their number, but noticed only four were actually armed, carrying the long tridents they favored. Amongst them was the only human, a woman. Ynette.

As the trogs approached en masse, Rob noticed the handful of his guards clutching their weapons nervously. He waved at them to calm down.

“Lord Barron, First Sage Saif. Hail, and well met,” Ynette said. All the trogs stood back, casting hungry eyes at all the baskets of fish.

“Hail, and well met,” Rob returned. He didn’t know when the phrase had started to be used, but he liked it. “I see you’ve brought help.”

She smiled. “The Crimson Council is eager to indulge in fresh fish. It has been a long time for them.” She looked over the baskets, then down at the boats just off the shore. “Can we expect such an amount each day?”

Saif said, “This, and possibly more, once we put more boats to sea. Will that be to your liking?”

“Definitely. The council’s hunger for this staple is practically bottomless,” she chuckled.

Rob said, “Well, as long as their coin bag is just as bottomless, we will be happy to provide for them.”

All three humans laughed, while the trogs watched.

Ynette paid Saif, then motioned to the others. The trogs picked up the baskets and headed back to their caves.

“Did you speak to the council about what we talked about before?” Rob said. Ever since the mercenary leader, Peter, had mentioned the potential of raiders attacking from the east, Rob had become paranoid of an invasion. But not only from the east, but from the west, as well. He knew nothing threatening would be allowed to through the Trog Pass in the southeast, but he was more worried about what could come over the western mountains.

“They give their reassurance that no one can gain access to your kingdom via the tunnels. Certainly it may be possible for an individual to get through, and especially if aided by magic. But, as for a large force, it wouldn’t be allowed.”

Rob said, “What about over the mountains?”

She frowned a little. “That cannot be guaranteed, unfortunately. The mountains are vast, and the trogs usually avoid the cold. It has a more drastic effect on their bodies than other beings. But we do keep watch where we can. If a force were to attempt to cross over the mountains, we will give you a warning.”

That really didn’t do much at putting Rob’s mind at ease, but there was only so much which could be done, by either himself, or the trogs.

He also knew he couldn’t really count on the trogs in the event of an invasion. Ynette had been apologetic, but emphatic that the trogs didn’t involve themselves in ‘above ground’ disputes. So Rob didn’t press her further on the matter.

“I appreciate you talking to them for me,” Rob said.

With that, she left, flanked by her guards.

Rob watched them cross the creek and vanish into the forest. “I want to put a guard up at their tunnel entrance.”

Saif blinked. “Do you not trust them, my lord?”

The words of the man who spoke through Greta was still fresh in his mind. “At this point, I can’t afford to trust anyone. But having any armed group, trogs or otherwise, wandering around my kingdom doesn’t sit well with me.”

“What will you do about the mountain passes? You cannot guard all of them.”

Rob said, “I have an idea I want to run past Fenton. We may not be able to guard all the mountain ranges, but we can, at least, mitigate the risk.”

A man ran over to them, calling and waving. Rob recognized him as one of Gunther's workers.

“My lord! Gunther needs you, right away!” he said.

“Why? Is something wrong?” Rob said, instinctively grabbing at his sword.

“It’s the wall, my lord! He has found something!”
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They walked briskly back to Hope with Rob far in the lead. But after only a few minutes, he summoned his horse, Henry, and rode the rest of the way.

As he approached his kingdom’s meager little capital, he was struck at how much progress had been made on the wall. Nearly half the town was now encircled by a tall wall of logs, each firmly placed together and embedded several feet into the ground. The entire south side was more or less complete, and much of the east side was done. The entry points, where gates would be erected, were at the south and east. On the west side, pressed up against the castle hill, was a smaller entrance which Gunther referred to as a future sally port. It was meant to allow attacks on enemies during sieges, something Rob hoped would never needed to be used.

Rob found Gunther and Trenton near the eastern entrance. A small group of workers were gathered around something in the trench they were digging for the wall.

Dismounting, Rob approached and looked down into the dugout. “What did you find?”

Gunther pointed. “Something I thought you should see, my lord.”

At the bottom of the trench, partially covered by muddy water was what appeared to be a large box. Whatever it was, it looked out of place. Treasure?

Ensuring all his buffs were active, Rob dropped down into the trench for a closer look. After a moment’s hesitation, he put a hand on it.

Nothing happened. No message indicating what it was, nor was there a magical explosion. At least it wasn’t trapped.

There were strange, squiggly markings across its entire surface, but he couldn’t recognize if it was even writing. The object resembled a trunk, rectangular in shape, and with a seam around one side.

Rob tried to shift it, but after a lot of grunting, had to give up. It appeared to be made of stone. What was it?

Unger, the shard scholar, pushed his way through the gathered workers and peered down. After a moment of inspection, the man gasped.

“Do you know what it is?” Rob said, alarmed by the man’s reaction.

“Yes, I do, my lord!” He quickly climbed down the embankment, but slipped and fell into the mud.

Workers laughed, but went instantly silent when Rob arched a brow in their direction.

Unger barely noticed his muddy clothes, so entranced by the object. “This looks like a Relic Box. And look, there are the three keyholes. It is! By the Many-Hells, I never thought I would live to see the day where I would be in the presence of one!”

Rob said, “Could you expand on that a little?”

“Relic Boxes were used by the Gods of old to store their valuable items. It is said each box had the ability to contain items of powerful magic. Each was sealed with three keys. Find those keys, and you can unlock this box.”

Rob peered at the box, and made out three faded keyholes, more like minor indentations than something to insert a key. “Is it dangerous? Can we move it?”

“I believe so. What danger it might have would be within.”

Rob sighed. He certainly didn’t have any keys to try and he seriously doubted he would be of a high enough level to use what was inside. Regardless of the thing’s potential value, he needed it out if the way so work could continue. “Trenton, would you mind taking this to the storage house for now?”

“Not a problem,” the builder said and climbed down. But when he used his levitation on it, the box barely moved, only wiggled in the mud.

“Wow,” Trenton said. “Something is incredibly heavy inside.”

He bellowed for his son, Benton, to come help, and they worked on moving the box. It took everything they had, between the two of them, just to levitate it out of the trench.

Rob guided them to one of the houses the town used to store supplies. He had them place it under the stairwell, then covered it with a blanket.

Relic box, huh? He wondered what kind of nonsense was inside and whether it was designed to help or hinder his chances of escaping this place. He thanked the builders and let them return to their respective tasks.

He was walking to the house Fenton used as the main headquarters for the town guard, when Greta appeared from a side street. Carrying a basket of thrush-berries, she waved and continued in her way.

Seeing her gave Rob a chill. Having witnessed her used as a vessel, by someone outside this world to speak to him, had been unnerving. And the fact she had no memory of it happening added to the creepiness of the encounter.

Rob had gotten little sleep since then, with his mind reeling at the implications. He had an ally on the outside, someone who was trying to help him escape. Or so they claimed. Still, just the thought of someone, anyone, giving a damn about his situation made him feel a little less lost. Until now, he had no one to communicate with about what was really going on. But having a brief exchange with that someone meant a lot to his overall mental state. He wasn’t going insane. This was a simulation, and an individual involved with it wanted to help.

Rob found Fenton in his headquarters handing a sword to a new recruit, a young woman, who stood at attention.

When the two saw their king, they both froze in surprise.

Rob waved a hand. “Please, don’t let me interrupt.”

Fenton nodded then turned back to the recruit, who was now sweating. “You will be assigned to the Crossroads rotation. Seek out the village captain, and he will fill you in on your duties.”

He dismissed her, and she gave him a nod. As she passed Rob, she bowed. “My lord,” she said, before hurrying out the door.

“How is the Crossroads deployment going?” Rob asked.

“Stretched thin, I’m afraid to say, my lord,” Fenton said. He pulled out a parchment from a desk which listed the names of all the members of the Town Guard. “With the reinforcing of the south and east passes, we have very few people left for other duties. I’ve even had to strip down the Hope detachment to the bare minimum. Per your suggestion, I’ve removed the guards from the mine and quarry, but even that barely covers the night rotations. We need more people, my lord.”

Ever since Rob had demanded the wall be built at top speed, all other areas of the kingdom were suffering as a result. Workers were needed for the wall and the wall was the top priority.

Rob nodded. “Once the wall is finished, or as close to finished as possible, I’ll give you back your guards. Until then, just make due with what you have.”

He had also ordered the border checkpoints be set up with larger guard contingents, for both day and night. He even set up a tiny post at the Trog Pass, but more as a formality. No one would be allowed in or out without stating their name and business. These details were all logged on parchment provided by Zuthus and given to Saif for review.

Rob despised paperwork, most sane people did. But the encounter with the thief, sent by the thieve’s guild, bolstered his resolve to have more control over who entered his kingdom. He may not be able to influence what they did once inside, but he wanted to know who was here. It wasn’t a perfect system, but it was far better than nothing. And it gave him some sense of control, whether illusional or not.

Fenton nodded. Despite the stress he was under, he was handling it well. Rob could not help but feel proud of the young man. He had a lot of responsibility dumped on him in a relatively short amount of time, but he held his own.

Rob sighed. “And you’re not going to like my new idea.”

Fenton blanched, but quickly composed himself. “I can’t wait to hear it, my lord.”

Rob chuckled. “The passes at the southern end of the valley are relatively secured. But that leaves our entire eastern and western ranges. Anyone with the will and the means can cross over them and never be detected. We need eyes out there, watching for incursions.”

The First Ward frowned. “I agree we are exposed, but the manpower situation is truly dire. Unless I can pull some people off working duties, I’ll have no choice but to reduce the force on the border points.”

It was as Rob suspected. But the wall was paramount, and he could only expect so much with so little. “Okay, we’ll do this, then. Once I feel the wall is complete enough, I’ll transfer some additional people to you. They are to be used to keep a lookout on who’s passing over the ranges.”

“Watchers of the Range,” Fenton said with a knowing smile.

“The what of the what?”

“We can call them the Watchers of the Range, since that’ll be their duty.”

Rob thought of them as simply border guards, but the title did sound cool. “Alright, that’s their official title, then.”

“But where will we post them? I have absolutely no knowledge of the ranges, other than they’re big and imposing.”

“I’ll work on it and have the information given to you. For now, I guess you can start looking for candidates from the workers whom you feel would fit the job.”

They touched on some other issues and, when finished, Rob turned to leave.

“My lord, one last thing, before you go,” Fenton said.

“Yes?” Rob caught himself sounding impatient, since he had so many other things to do. He needed to get in the habit of giving off the mystique of patience, even if he didn’t feel it.

“I wanted to thank you for giving me this position of First Ward. In the beginning, I had no interest in it and wanted to go on adventures with you.”

“And that can still happen, if you want it to.”

“Well, that's the thing. I really like my duties now. The responsibility you’ve bestowed upon me has given me a renewed sense of purpose, and I don’t want to change it. I'd like to stay on as the First Ward, if that is okay with you.”

Rob smiled. “And what about a life of adventure? You were very keen on it.” And, truth be told, the young man was very useful in a fight, despite his young age.

“This job gives me all the adventure I could want. There is so much to figure out and consider. And, I feel, it will only get more complex as the kingdom grows.”

The kid is growing up fast. If only Rob had been that forward thinking at his age, life would be different. Then he realized where he was, and he quashed the reminiscing.

He put a hand on Fenton's shoulder. “You are the First Ward of Anika for as long as you want to be. Good enough?”

“Yes, my lord!” Fenton beamed. “And thank you!”

He left his First Ward with a renewed sense of security in his job, and went looking for Jace.

The no-longer-deceased man was cutting logs along the treeline beyond the east gate. He was shirtless and sheened in sweat, as he chopped the felled trees to the proper length Gunther required.

“So which do you prefer, woodcutter or woodsman?” Rob said after watching for a few minutes. He knew how much devastation Jace could cause with that ax.

The big man paused to wipe sweat from his brow and take a
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