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MATT DINNIMAN

minutes aLready, and she appeared bored. She was in her regular form.

She looked at me and grinned, though I could see the worry in her eyes.

DoNUr: CARL, EARL, WHERE ARE YOU? WE tllUN'T EOME lN

TOGETHER! IT,S JUST ME, CHRIS, AND MONGO. WHERE ARE

YOU!WHERE,S KATIA?

CARL: lt's okay. She's with me. We're back in the vice principal's

office.

DoNUr: WHAT DOES THAT MEAN? I NEEU TO PIEK A NEW CLASS!

"Tell your companions you l1 be joining them shortly," Orren said.
"This wont take long."

cARL: Have Mordecai help you choose. l'll be there in a bit.

DoNUT: I DON'T LIKE THIS, CARL. WE'RE lN A LONE LINE WITH A

BUNCH OF OTHER ERAWLERS. AND MONGO IS SEARED.

cARL: Donut, everything is fine. I'm about to get a talking-fo by the

liaison guy with the fishbowl head. Put Mongo away, talk to

Mordecai, and then make sure you get everybody near you into
your chat.

'As I already told your friend, you can only see and hear me, but
there are multiple entities in on this meeting," Orren said. "\We have a

representative from Borant, a few members of the Syndicate Crawl sub-

committee, and afew additional interested parties listening in. In addi-
tion, there is a designated media representative. The media rep will not
be permitted to report on anything that occurs in this meeting unless a

law is broken."
"tVow," I said, turning to Katia, who suddenly had a sour look on

her face. 'All of this for us?"

She was about to say something, but the liaison interrupted her.
'Actually, its all for you," Orren said. "Crawler Katia Grim is only

here because she's the one who had it in her inventoryr\7e asked her if
she considered herself the owner of the item, and she ciaims you are the

tfue owner. She will return to the staging area now."
"\Vait," she began, but she popped away with an audible crack.

THE EUN

CARL: Are You okaY?

KATIA: Other than a heada
'. got you into troubb. I t

gate from me. l'm sdfl
cARL: lt's okaY. See if Yul
KATIA: I see her. She's clr

Orren waved his han4 al
of him. The two watcl€s etr

Gate of the Feral Gods
"Do you remember whm

ren asked. He re'ached furz
qpinning it in his hand-.

I sighed. I was erluustn(

do, and apart of memrldr
with and squish me. Ifmd
dont really remember"

'I said if it were up to n
kua-tin wantd to keep yu1

{fter this last little
ratch down closer tc

'ri abandoned rh.:: ,
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MATT DINNIMAN

I eyed the three items on the desk. If I so much as bumped the table,

the first watch would fall into my lap. 'hnd that's my faultT"
"It's not. They are upset, but"-he turned in his chair to look to his

Ieft, raising his voice-"you likely made them more money than they

lost." He paused. "That said, we now have a problem. A problem with
no easy solution. Actually, that's not true. There's a very easy and obvi-

ous solution to me. But the kua-tin don't want to go that roure. Yet. The

council and the showrunners need your help."

I felt my eyebrow rise. "My help?"
"We can't forcibly take the gate from you. Despite what you might

rhink, there are rules about the treatment of crawlers. At least in regard

to their inventory items. Patching certain artifacts requires cooperation

across ail involved entities, and we do not have a consensus."

I bit my lip.
Orren continued. "The system will not allow us to conliscate it from

you." That was interesting, considering they'd already taken it. "Borant

wrshes for you to remain in the game"-he again raised his
voice-"despite the danger you pose to their tenuous hold on solvency.

However, we simply cannot allow you to keep the Gate of the Feral

Gods. S7e are asking for you to voluntarily give it up."
"Is that a joke? What is this? You've akeady taken it." I took a deep

breath. My instinct was to reach out and pick up the items from the

desk. I thought of the journalist. They wanted a witness. This felt like
a trup.I kept my hands at my sides. I scooted my chair back an inch.

He chuckled. "S7hen the item was first generated into the game by

the system AI, do you know what happened? It set off a chain reacrion

of checks-and-balances subroutines so extensive, it crashed tl-re entire

system. The AI created the item in such a fashion that it circumvented
irs own ruies."

"Yeah, so?"

"That item has the ability to kill everyone on the floor. Borant al-

ready bent the rules the best they could to keep you from zeroing out
the population on the previous floor. But this level is a little different.
You can open a hundred portals and turn the dungeon into a wasteland

in less than an hour."

THE BUTI

a

DoNUr: I GOT THE WORLD'

.* , 
KATIA tS BAEK lN UHE

I waved away the chat ar
"Nobody expectd yurlD

must follow, so we cant rcm

musr Protect the integrfuy d
tions." He held up a finger 1
case the floor in a protecti<n s

portals. That would rerrrrse i

break thousands of other Iiu
work. Certain movem€nt slE

no longer function. It mrH
He raised another fiDgEr-

in your death, along with fr
He let that sink in fu a r

'Or three, you flrrn tk Yiod
it hack the moment yor tet

I didnt answer for serctz

needed that gate. Howorld
I needed time to think

cheat?" I asked. I lookednp z

the truth about the reporter,

tant persorl here right rxrr- '

They said it was a caprid Th

Skull Empire."

Orren's chair creaked- Th
I could hear the distant bm
of which you speak. There's

lowed to hear it. But f- gla

son. Exploits can wod< borh
h"d,alot more time to learnl
that particular issue has bert

ness zrs the one before us rx,
artifact over?"
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MATT DINNIMAN

"I want alawyer," I said. "I'm not touching those things until I talk
to one."

He grunted with amusement. I could tell, despite his mostly serious

demeanor, he was enjoying this exchange. He looked back over his own

shoulder to peer at the blank wall. "I told you. \7hat did I say?" He

returned his fishbowl head in my direction. "You just said the magic

words, crawler."

ENTERING THE STAGINE AREA.

I was hoping we'd teleport to our personal space and Mordecai would

be the one who walked us through specialization. That's not what hap-

pened. This was like a football stadium, with a high ceiling and distant

walls. It appeared every crawler entered into this room here or a place

like this, waited in line, and then was forced to undergo specialization

class selection. From what I gathered, everybody had to go through the

line, even those whose classes didn't have the option to specialize.

By the time I arrived, the room was almost empty. Muyb. three or four

hundred crawlers remained, all on the far side of the room. I started walk-

ing toward them. I'd been in Orrens office for about an hour and ahalfl
so not too long, but it appeared whatever this was, it was going by quickly.

cARL: l'm in the gianf arena place. Where are you guys?

KATIA: Are you okay? What happened?

cARL: !'m okay. We lost the gate, buf not permanently. lt's a long

story.

DONUT: WE,RE ALREADY BONE. YOU HAVE TO GO THROUGH THE

SMELLY LITTLE ROOM, ANt] THEN YOU COME BACK OUT.

EVERYONE IS GETTING SCATTERED, BUT ALL THE PARTY

MEMBERS ARE COMING OUT IN THE SAME PLACE. ALSO, WAIT

UNTIL YOU SEE WHAT MORI]ECAI LOOKS LIKE.

KATTA: This world is similar to the third floor but witty a lof more

trees. You should come out iust outside a medium dryad

settlement. Find a pub called Die Kirschbomben.

cARL: Uid you guys get class upgrades?

THE BUTI

I

KATIA: I got something- lt d

. class name, but I cdld
r They only give Yur ten

while you're in the EftI
DoNUr: THEY SAIO I C0l.[.l

ALREAtrY HAB. BUTII
AND TOLD ME NTITTO

BEEAUSE I ALREASY G

FLOOR, ANt] IT IS ME/
GARL: What did You getr?

DONUT: I'LL TELL YOU ELn

MAT]. KATIA SAYS YIII
CARL: Eonut. What tldYul
DoNUr: I'M A BARO! lslfT I

THEY OFFERED IG EE

LEGENDARY DIVA T}U

LEGENDARY DN'A Isl
CARL: You sing.

DoNUr: I SING SON61S AII
OF THEM. l'ltl PRAgTt
ANO THE TREE E:[.IYA1

THE LUNtrH SHIFfTII
KATIA: He said you cu.ld:
DONUT: DON'T RUIN lT, KA

I took a long, &ep hEd

GARL: Okay, l'll see Yu h



'd;olua-r

-ul du ot tr pp? ot parJt pue s8ulqr JaIJr"q al{t Jo auo dn pa>1:rd 1

'parzad

-dzs1p pu" sruooJ Iunpr^rpur otur auo dq auo pa>ll?,^d. 11e s:a1.te.r: 8ur

-urzural aqr 'paq:rza I sz puz '1pm JeJ arp pJttop strxa Joop-a13urs 3o

speJpunH 'Jetzeqt arloru z t" sla>lln dnq or aurl ? ul aIII 'sa1od ssz:o

alttrl ol paqr"tl" 'quo; pu" >lJ"q pa>l"us sado.r lorluof-p^d.orf ra^le1

'+lq e ul noA aas ll,l 'Ae1g :1gY3

'rp"aJq daap '8uo1" >loot J

'vlrv) il Nlnu I,Noo :rnNoq

'+Irqs Llcunl aq1rcrl,n 6u;s p;noc noA pges aH:vtrvy
'/v\ouuohlor rltHS H3Nnl IHI

UOJ 5I5 V 3AVH NV3 I OIVS gNd ]HI .LV ANg ]]HI ]HI ONV

l{3Hr sl^ol 09N0N AEVIU]V 5Nt3tl3VHd r'l,l ']^lf Hl- lO
HSNNE V IO5 I 'SI]3dS ISVS A]HI ONV SgNT]S gNIS I :INNOO

'Euls no1:'IUVI

i9NIS I'VNIO AUVEN]EI3]
.O]11V3 SI SSV]3 lHI IVH/V\ S.-LVHI'VAIO AUVEN]E]I

V hl,l 'UfII3E S,IlJ-ng 'lHOlfE lN O:lHlllU AIHI
])I1 OUVEOUS]N V ION S,II |IV3U9III.NSI |OHVE V J,.I.I :INNOO

s,4ctd noA plP +Br.l/l/\'+nuoo :-IUVI
.OVN 

]E OI SNIOS ]U,NOA SAVS VIIV) 
.EV]^I

IIB OI J-ON lSlNOUd nOA ll A]NO InE nOA -I']fr ll,l :rnNoo

;,1a8 noA plp +eq1 :tuvl
IV3U5 SIII ONV 

.UOO-]I

SIHI UOI ISNT SSV]3 M]N V IO5 AOV]U-]V I ]SNV3]E
AV)O S,Il InE J-,NEIE I OS l-l OO OI ION llr,l E]OI ENV

NSddVH IHEIN IVHI EIVS IV3]OUON INg 
.OVH 

AOVSHIV

I SSV]3 ANV )3Id A-]IN]NVNH]d E]NO3 I OIVS  ]HI:INNOO
'+uauasropue .Lvlr.lzvH eq11oE | 'ruoor al++ll aq+ u! er,noA a;lqrvr

+eqc asn +,uec noA pue '1cgd o+ sa+nuru ua1 noA an;E-''iluo Aaql

,,'s+ueuesJopue,, eeJq+ Io auo 4crd p;noc | +nq 'aueu sselo

JaATJO lcn.t1 Ja+suo4 Atu aEueqc +,up!p 11 'Eurqgauros 1oE I :vtrvy

SOVHSNOSV1N S.H3H3INE f HI

'uequoqqsr

. ' peAlp unrpau e ept

aJoul +ol e q+!M lnq rool

'l)n s)o
IIVM 'OS']V 'l3V'Id :IHVS

AIHVd :lHJ- l-IV InE
l-n0 )OVE :IHOJ nt

]HI- HENOUHI B3 OI ]/

6uo; e s,1; 'A;luaueulad.

6sAnE noA ale a

d11:rnb dq Suro8 s^r lr .sE&. s

'Jlrqn puu Jnorl u" tnogp JoI

+llea ParJ"ls I'uoor arpJo +
JnoJ Jo aatqr aqrtzKdrdup rsc

'azrlur:eds or uorrdo aq:
aqr q8no.rql o3 or peq dpoqi
uorTezrleneds oS.reprm 01 Paf
anld e Jo aJer{ urooJ srql oru

tu"tsrp pue Surpa: g8H e qrl
-deq rzqru. rou s,tBgl 'uourztl
plno 6. r"ropJory pue a:eds pu

t8eut er{t przs lsn[ no;1- -uc

all ,,1u(es I plp rzr{16. -no{ p
u^6.o sq Ja o >lrq Pa>IooI aH
snorJes dlrsoru srq arrdsap'ga

>ll"t I llrun s8urgr esoqr Eurq

NV 6


