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Summary: 
                In the United States, the Center for Dungeon Management (CDM) manages anything related to gates, like licensing crawlers, enforcing harvester safety standards, and prosecuting gate crashers–people who enter gates without licenses and dungeon rights. 

Dorion has aspirations of joining a guild or a crawl team, but to do that, he needs levels. Since he can’t afford a crawler license or gate fees, he signs on with the Pittsburgh branch of the CDM. By day, he is a cog in the machine of dungeon bureaucracy. By night, he volunteers to cull unclaimed gates, a CDM initiative to prevent dungeon surges.

The crawler industry isn’t what Dorion expects, but when his little sister appears on his doorstep looking for a place to stay, his goal of becoming a professional crawler turns from a career objective into a necessity. He needs the money and the stability to give his sister the life he wished he had.

Solo Leveling meets Grimgar, Ashes and Illusions–This litRPG explores dungeon tropes through the lens of government administration. The MC isn’t an overpowered crawler making headlines. He’s a normal guy with a clipboard, an overflowing inbox, and a dream.

What to expect:

-Slow progression. MC is not the chosen one or the exception. He has to claw his way up like everyone else in the world.

-Stats and skills that matter. Choosing to pursue one build means accepting its advantages as well as its disadvantages. MC doesn’t get to do everything, not even within his own class.

-No MC romance plot. The MC is friends with and works with several female characters without deciding he wants to be with them. Romantic relationships appear in the background with other characters, but the MC falling in love or pursuing physical gratification isn’t a thing.

-Twists on dungeon tropes. Many of the familiar elements of a dungeon gate story are here, but they are approached from a more grounded perspective where the dungeons are a part of a larger working-class world rather than the sole focus of the story.

-A series that ends. The Center for Dungeon Management won’t go on for 12 books with no wrap-up in sight. The story has a beginning and an end that are already planned. I’ve finished the Wishlist trilogy on RR, and the final book (book 6) of Dead End Guild Master is starting soon (but is fully written already), so I have a track record of keeping this promise. 

            







Chapter 1: Orientation


                “This is your desk,” he said.

He never actually shared his name. When he saw that my ID matched his list, he told me to follow him. Between the lobby and my corner of the fourth floor, he didn’t say anything at all. When I say “my corner,” I mean that collectively. Six desks were crammed into the cubicle, three on either side, and the five interns already there had to suck in their stomachs and pull their chairs tight to their desks for me to pass.

“Username is last name, first name. Your password is your birthday. Log in, change your password, and then start the orientation module.”

And he was gone.

“They’re not being rude,” the woman next to me whispered. She was noticeably petite and wore dark-rimmed glasses. “They’ve got a pile of reports to process before end of day. We’ve had a rash of dungeon crashers, and it’s created a mess.”

I nodded.

“Dungeon crashers are people who sneak into dungeon gates,” she added.

“I knew that.”

“Wasn’t trying to be rude either.”

I raised my hands. “No, no, it’s okay. I didn’t take it that way.”

“Good. We get kicked around a lot. You need a thick skin. I’m Megan, by the way.”

“Dorion.”

She raised an eyebrow.

“My mom liked books.”

“Right. Sure. I’ll stop bothering you.”

I sat. My chair wobbled, and the hard plastic frame beneath the cushion poked through. The mouse felt cheap, and the login screen hung for a frustratingly long amount of time. I changed my password, and I started orientation.

The Center for Dungeon Management was a well-known federal agency, so I learned relatively little from the 127 slides I cycled through. Most of it was recent history.

For reasons still unknown, dungeon gates appeared around the world, and humans everywhere were introduced to the system. Pretty quickly, we figured out that not running dungeon gates led to dungeon surges, which loosed all manner of monsters into the world. Adjusting to the new normal sowed a great deal of chaos and ended an untold number of lives.

That was seventy years ago. We only recently reclaimed South America for humanity, so talks had begun about doing the same for Asia, an even bigger challenge. My grandfather was alive for the beginning of all of this, and he described pre-dungeon-Asia as having the most populated countries in the world. Multiple historians believed that China and India in particular had the capacity to become global powerhouses of technology and manufacturing.

That was always hard for me to picture. How could so many people lose to monsters? 

Japan and Taiwan, who survived because of their island isolation, blamed Europe. The bar corner pundits would say those countries had to put the onus on Europe because dead Soviets can’t take responsibility or pay restitution. It was more profitable to pitchfork the countries still around. Anyone not from Japan or Taiwan blamed the Soviet Union. 

The gates opening so soon after World War II hastened the Soviet Union’s demise, and no one disagreed with that conclusion. Not only was the country mired in corruption, but its people still reeled from 25 million war casualties and an extreme shortage of resources. The dungeon gates they knew about were rarely closed, but it was the gates they didn’t know about that ultimately led to Asia’s fall, or so we were taught in high school history.

Back then, we had no way to detect the appearance of gates in isolated areas and vastly underestimated how many there could be. We now know that gates have an equal chance of appearing on land anywhere in the world, so the vast frozen stretches of uninhabited Soviet Union land were just as likely to get a gate as Manhattan. The difference was no one was around to witness most of the gates in the Soviet Union, so no one closed them. 

The Soviet Union’s legendarily brutal winter killed many of the monsters that emerged from gates, but eventually ice-type monsters surged. They thrived in the cold, naturally, and the more isolated villages had no way to fight them and no way to call for help. In other words, the people who might have sounded the alarm never got the chance.

Then spring came, and all manner of monsters surged forth to join the ice-type monsters.

The Soviet Union refused outside help and was overrun. By the time the rest of the world realized intervention was a necessity in everyone’s best interests, so many dungeon gates had surged that nuclear strikes seemed like the only option.

The Center for Dungeon Management, or CDM, didn’t give a shit about what happened in Asia. They only beat this story to death because it was the ultimate justification for their existence. Without the CDM managing gates and crawlers, American society was doomed to fall, just like the communists.

Finally, I reached the final registration step of the orientation module. This was all information I had submitted before on multiple occasions. Allegedly, they asked new hires to repeatedly fill in the same forms in an effort to catch falsified profiles, like someone hiding their level or their class. 

After working there, I laugh when anyone acts like the repetitive data entry is by design. It wasn't. We had three databases that depended on crawler profiles. None of them could sync to one another, and we didn’t have budget for an IT project that big.

When I finished my intake, it looked just like my system profile:

Dorion Carmino

Class: Archer

Level: 1

XP Progress: 1/100

Str: 4

Dex: 5

Con: 4

Int: 3

Cha: 3

Abilities: (none)

Traits: Ranged Accuracy

Spells: (none)

My 1 XP came from killing fifteen giant rats when I was a kid. I was in the loft of a barn when I spotted the monsters below. I dropped hay bales on them and got in trouble for ruining all that perfectly good hay with rat guts.

I told myself that every intern started with system profiles like mine. I didn’t know the other five interns working around me, but I suspected they were there for the same reason I was: a job at the CDM was our only chance to earn XP. We couldn’t afford licenses or dungeon fees to earn XP on crawls, and grinding the wilds was as dangerous as it was impractical. 

Any monster that escaped a dungeon was considered “wild,” and the areas overrun by such monsters were called “the wilds.” Though these were all monsters that once inhabited dungeons, the system made their XP value nearly worthless when they crossed over into our world. A 500 XP kill in a dungeon was a 5 XP kill when that same monster went wild. No change in difficulty. Just less XP.

The mana crystals found inside monsters remained after they escaped a dungeon gate, but they were useless black charcoal if you cut them out, so there was no money to be had in wild monster hunting either.

The CDM managed gate access, dungeon fees, licensing requirements, and another dozen tedious administrative functions. Crawlers had to be licensed, and the rights to run gates were purchased via a government web portal, with the highest-level gates sold in an auction format. If you weren’t licensed and didn’t have the rights, you weren’t permitted to enter the dungeon, even if no one ever bid on it. Low-level gates in remote areas were most prone to going unclaimed.

Even a low-level dungeon surge could decimate a community, so the CDM deployed crawlers to close those gates before that could happen, giving an intern like me the chance to get some real dungeon time. Some argued those gates should be open to the public to allow crawlers who couldn’t afford licensing and training a chance to break into the industry, but the government didn’t believe in giving anything away for free.

So the CDM had “cullers” who were dedicated to clearing dungeons about to surge. Low-level schlubs like me comprised the majority of that force, but they had a handful of elite units who flew around the country to close gates no one else could. For example, if a gate opened on Mount Rainier in the middle of winter, that gate still needed to be closed, so the high-level CDM cullers would get sent in. The money was shit, though, so the best crawlers at that level were in guilds or on teams.

No, I didn’t have dreams of becoming an elite culler. I just wanted enough levels that I could luck into a decent crawl team and make some okay money for once in my life.

When I completed the orientation, a whole new set of modules loaded. I had six more trainings to complete in the next three days. The topics ranged from data-logging procedures for crawls with fatalities to the liability policies for cullers who err on the job. For example, unless you were a healer class, any first aid we provided had to be within set boundaries, which was several steps below the care paramedics could legally provide patients. If you violated a policy like that, the liability fell back on you, the individual.

I loaded a module titled “Trouble in the Dungeon: Good Samaritan Considerations Across Classes” and started to read.

“Osheski, grab your bag,” a voice said. 

A man in a tight pink polo with similarly tight jeans leaned over the intern cubicle, addressing the girl who introduced herself as Megan. His head was shaved to stubble, and his beard was shaped to a manicured point to emphasize his jawline–or, perhaps, to give him one. Who knew what kind of chin was or wasn’t under that beard.

“Sorry,” she replied with a frown. “Enforcer Meyers has me on something.”

The man sighed. “Leminson?”

“Can’t.”

“Saito?”

“Wish I could.”

The man grumbled, “Which one of you is actually available?”

Megan jerked her head in my direction. “He is. First day.”

“Name?” he asked me.

“Dorion Carmino, sir.”

“Dorion?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Alright, Gray, you’re with me. Grab your kit and meet me at the elevator in five.”

“I’m sorry,” I replied, “but I said my last name was Carmino.”

“Nah, you’re Gray now. Carmino sounds too badass for an intern.”

When he turned, I called, “Wait! I don’t have a kit.”

“For the love of- Fine. Go to the elevators and wait for me there.”

And then he was gone. 

“Good luck, Gray,” Megan said with a playful snicker.

A few minutes later, the man appeared at the elevator and pushed a bag into my arms. A round shield and a sheathed sword were tied to it.

We got in, and he pushed the button for the ground floor.

“I’m an archer, sir.”

“If you actually need that kit, we’re both dead. Well, I’ve got a shot at getting out. You’re definitely dead.”

I nodded.

We found our way to the parking garage and got into an SUV with CDM emblazoned on the doors in white and blue.

“So… do I call you Mr. Pink?” I joked.

“Absolutely not,” the man gruffed back. “Enforcer McDouglas.”

Making friends your first day anywhere was always so much fun.

“I know you're new,” he continued, “so I’m aware you don’t know anything. Your job is to observe and then type the words I tell you to type into that tablet there. We’ve got a team complaining about dungeon crashers at an E-ranked gate. Two people on this is overkill, but we always do fieldwork in pairs. Enforcement is easier with an extra witness present.”

I listened.

“You’re allowed to ask questions if we’re in the car.”

“What do we do if there are actually dungeon crashers?” I asked.

“Unless we have special orders that say otherwise, we take the report, set up surveillance for when the crashers exit if they haven’t already, and pass everything off to the investigation department.”

“I thought crashers got arrested.”

“They do,” McDouglas answered, “but not by us and not right now. Trying to arrest a whole crawl team at the same time is like shaking a bees' nest before you try to remove it. Our report will help the investigation team ID them, and then they’ll get arrested one at a time. No big battles or showdowns.”

That was less exciting than the television shows made enforcement out to be, but it also made sense. A fully armed party riding high on combat adrenaline could do a lot of damage before they went down. Yanking them out of bed at 3 a.m. was far safer.

“The majority of fieldwork is deescalation and paperwork about the deescalation,” he continued. “If you’re dealing with a crawler, assume they’re pissed before you even get there. In this case, these guys reserved a gate, geared up, and stepped inside to find someone was already clearing it. That’s pretty frustrating.”

Yeah, I would be frustrated by that experience too.

We drove south of Pittsburgh for a little more than thirty minutes and pulled onto the shoulder of a semi-rural highway. We weren’t far from the dense sprawl of the city, but we were far enough that there were patches of farm and wilderness all around.

We joined four pickup trucks and two cars parked on the side of the road, all with crawler passes in their windows. I couldn’t see the dungeon gate from there, which wasn’t unusual. This part of the state had a good number of hills, gullies, and hollows, so gates being out of sight was common.

I only counted four people, and as if anticipating my question, McDouglas said, “Most of a team will just go to sleep when this kind of thing happens. Always assume there are people in the cars until you’ve confirmed otherwise with your own eyes.”

McDouglas tossed me a lanyard with a badge and got out of the car, putting his own on as he went.

When I reached to grab my kit from the backseat, he chuckled. “Don’t bother.”

Two of the crawlers wore old platemail, another had a mismatched set of leathers and chainmail, and the fourth wore a pair of camouflage utility pants and a matching light jacket. Military surplus, I guessed. 

The guys in plate were probably fighters or a similar martial class. The one in leathers might be a rogue or a ranger, and the one in camo was likely a caster of some sort. The system penalized casters for wearing armor, so most relied on their party and protective spells to avoid harm. Higher-level casters used enchantments for additional protections, but anyone running E-ranked gates couldn't afford gear like that.

One of the scruffy guys in plate spit a brown glob into the tall grass and stepped forward to greet us.

“I’m the party captain,” he said, holding up his crawler license to prove his identity. “Whole first fifty yards of the gate was cleared when we got here. Turned back and called you folks.”

“How long ago was this?” McDouglas asked, flipping open a small pad to take notes.

“Hour and a half or something like it.”

“See anyone go in or out?”

The crawler snapped a can of snuff closed and tucked the wad into his lip. “Nope.”

“What kind of dungeon is it?”

“Looks like a vermin dungeon to me. Bunch of big-ass rats.”

McDouglas nodded and asked, “Ever have someone crash your gate before? If not, I can walk you through your options.”

“This is a first for us.”

“For an E-ranked gate, your two choices are to walk away or to go into the gate anyway to ensure the gate gets closed. If you walk away, you’ll get credit equal to what you paid for this gate to put toward your next run. If you choose to close the gate, we’ll return 100% of the dungeon fee and give you a 25% credit toward your next gate of the same rank.”

“We still keep the loot if we get our money back?”

“Yep. Sometimes you luck out and the crashers didn’t get very far, so your profit ends up being pretty good. Also a chance for the opposite, of course.”

The lead crawler put a finger in his ear to scratch it. “Give me a minute to check with my guys.”

As he stepped away to rejoin his party, McDouglas spoke softly, “We want them to take option two to get the gate closed for sure, but we also can’t promise them any specific returns, so I try to play up the best-case scenario a little bit while still being honest.”

“Do crawlers ever fake crash reports to get that deal?”

“Probably,” he admitted. “You can’t get away with more than one or two, though. Our record system will flag any anomalies for investigation, so if one team is submitting above-average crash reports, we’ll know about it. These guys will take the deal, by the way.”

“You’re sure?”

“Rednecks love to gamble, and anyone reserving an E-ranked gate is usually not in a position to pass up a potential payday.”

The lead crawler came back. “We’ll make sure it’s cleared.”

“Excellent,” McDouglas said and pulled the tablet from my hands. He flicked through a few menus. “Need your signature. This says you agree to close the gate and that you know it’s a crime to attack or attempt to apprehend crashers. Only self-defense is permitted. Otherwise, let them leave.”

Not bothering to read anything, the crawler used his finger to sign and handed the tablet back. 

“Thank you, crawler. One last question: what kind of beer do you prefer?”

“We’re Yuengling men, through and through.”

McDouglas nodded. “Alright, please wait one more moment.”

He passed the tablet to me and went back to the SUV. I heard the back hatch slam, and McDouglas returned, setting a case of Yuengling on the tailgate of one of the crawler trucks.

“What’s this?” the lead crawler asked.

“You guys are doing me a big favor by closing this. Unless you don’t want the beer, I can-”

“You can leave it right there,” the lead crawler laughed. “What’d you say your name was?”

“McDouglas.”

The lead crawler shook his hand. “Appreciate a classy fella. Thank you very much.”

“Keep your heads in there.” To me, he said, “Go to the car and start logging the report. I’ll set up the trail cam.”

McDouglas joined me a few moments later. We wouldn’t be responsible for retrieving the trail cam, but we would get a copy of the images and footage it recorded. 

“Beer isn’t part of CDM policy, and a good few of my colleagues would disagree with that move,” he said, checking his phone before we pulled away. “My advice? Make crawlers your allies. You’ll see a lot of the same faces on this job, and everything about your life will be easier if even one crawler on the scene likes you a little bit.”

“And you happened to have a case of Yuengling?”

McDouglas laughed. “I’ve got four brands in the back, two cases each. Like I said, this is an off-book decision that is technically a violation of our ethics policy. I don’t see it as bribery, but I’m not the one who brings down the hammer, you know?”

“Understood. What usually happens if crawlers find crashers in a dungeon?”

“That’s pretty rare. Crashers know if we get an image of their faces, that’s it. AI facial recognition is too damn good. Your average crasher will hit the beginning of a dungeon like they did here. They get in, get some XP and a few drops, and then they get out–all before we ever show up.”

“That makes sense,” I said.

“Good. Now get all of that interaction logged.”

McDouglas turned up a classic rock radio station and didn’t say another word to me the whole way back to headquarters.
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                “Good first day?” Nathan asked. 

A little milk dribbled down his chin when he stuffed a spoonful of cereal into his mouth. He went to college for sociology but now worked for an HVAC company. He was a little softer than he was when we were freshmen, but he was still reasonably athletic.

“Was in the field for an hour, which was kind of cool,” I answered. “But mostly I did trainings at my desk.”

“When do you start doing crawls?”

I shrugged. “No idea. I don’t know how that works.”

“Are you deep enough to tell me what the government is hiding from us?”

“There are at least fifty active gates at any given time in our jurisdiction. I didn’t think the number was that high, but I also don’t think that’s a secret. They haven't shown me the freezer with the aliens yet.”

Nathan chewed and swallowed. “Fifty? No wonder they’re so shit at securing them.”

“It’s very obvious we don’t have the staff to handle it. I’m surprised they do as well as they do, to be honest.”

“Yeah. It’s a wonder this country still exists. Ah, bad news, I saw the stomp sisters leading a frat boy with a keg up the stairs.”

I groaned. The stomp sisters lived above us, and they were endlessly noisy. When they hosted a party, the whole building seemed to shake. I needed earplugs and melatonin to get any measure of sleep in those cases.

Nathan and I moved into this apartment as sophomores because the Southside of Pittsburgh was popular with college kids. Carson Street was loaded with bars, and this part of the city was known for being the party neighborhood, so it attracted visitors from all over. 

Thursdays, Fridays, and Saturdays were like mini war zones.

Parking turned into a lawless free-for-all, the streets were jammed with traffic, drunks yelled at all times of the night, and then there were the fights. A shooting or two each weekend was expected, as were two or three system fights, which meant that at least one party involved triggered one of their system-earned abilities in the scuffle.

At a minimum, that was equivalent to pulling a firearm in the eyes of the law, but that didn’t stop mages from throwing fireballs through storefront windows or barbarians from fighting every bouncer a club had, simultaneously.

All of that was great as undergrads. Now? Not so much.

We wanted to move, but we couldn’t afford anything else. In fact, we wouldn’t be able to afford the apartment we had if it wasn’t rent controlled. The prices they charged now for the same-size unit were absurdly high, and people paid it.

I pulled a cold hotdog out of a pack in the fridge and sat at the table to sift through my mail. Utility bills. Student loan payments. Donation solicitations from my alma mater. Three promises of preapproval for hundreds of thousands of dollars.

And then one envelope hand-addressed in a style I recognized.

Nathan saw me frown at it. “Sorry, man. I had a feeling that wasn’t good news.”

“I thought ignoring texts and calls would be enough,” I said.

“If they start showing up here, I’m not dealing with them. Your mom scares the shit out of me.”

“I don’t think it will come to that if it hasn’t by now. At least I hope it won’t.”

I skimmed the letter. It was the usual plea to atone for my sins and to join the side of righteousness in the fight against Satan’s invasion:

You know in your heart that you walk through the valley of the shadow of death. You’ve seen the light, and it will welcome you back.

For a while, she had tried guilt, sending me texts with messages like:

Gram is getting older. If you don’t come home for Christmas this year, you might miss her last Christmas.

That one they had used for the last six years. Gram was powered by a potent combination of hate and spite. She would never die.

I had a few professors who were old enough to remember the pre-dungeon world, and they said that religion was a lot different then. Still plenty of extremists and such, but the dungeons galvanized an upswing in intensity to the point that the religious and secular could barely coexist. In some places, that meant another source of conflict for governments to manage. 

Fortunately, our city wasn’t a hotbed for that kind of activity. Ohio, West Virginia, and the middle of the state had a number of church communities. My old church was in West Virginia, by the way.

I crumpled the letter and tossed it into the garbage can. I missed.

Nathan chuckled as I went across the room to pick it up.

“We’ve got 2 episodes of The Wilds: Alaska to watch,” he said. “The dire bear cliffhanger has been killing me.”

“I can do one, and then I need to get some sleep. I’m beat.”

“One could argue that watching The Wilds: Alaska is a professional obligation, given your new job.”

I shook my head. “The CDM isn’t involved with anything outside the state, and you won’t see me signing up to run the wilds. I don’t know that I’d want to go to Alaska even if it wasn’t overrun.”

“You got me there, bro. It’s crazy to me that people ever lived there.”

“One episode. Then I’m going to bed.”

***

As was common for reality television, the dire bear cliffhanger was a red herring. Frost trolls attacking the camp in the night, however, was not. Two of four cameramen were killed, as were three of the twelve hunters. Everyone on the show, even the cameramen, was over level 20, a height that only a small fraction of crawlers ever reached. 

Me? I’d be lucky to get enough dungeon time to hit level 10.

Level-10s made decent money, to be clear, but they were grade schoolers compared to level-20s. A level 10 mage could blow through a door with a fireball. A level 20 mage could blow up the whole house.

And they still barely survived in the extreme north of the wilds. If monsters could ever coordinate a proper army, Canada and the United States wouldn’t stand a chance. Thankfully, no monsters showed that level of intelligence. A tribe of trolls or bugbears might attack as a unit, but a few skirmishes now and then at the border were easy to overwhelm with firepower. 

The real danger of the wilds was their unpredictability.

Dungeons had measurable ranks, making it easier for crawlers to know if they could or could not survive a particular instance. In the wilds, you weren’t as likely to encounter low-level enemies because the stronger monsters ate all of them. Any monster strong enough to eat a low-level monster could eat a low-level person just fine. The right boss or mini boss could consume entire towns.

One episode turned into three, and I didn’t get enough sleep. I was determined to make this career work for me, so I had four alarms set to make sure I got to work on time.

I beat three of the interns to the cubicle the next morning, including Megan. The other two already at their desks had their headphones on, and their eyes never left their screens when I shuffled by. I was offended at first, but then I found myself barely managing a wave when Megan sat down. I had so many modules to slog through that I couldn’t bear to waste a few seconds on small talk.

Before I knew it, a finger tapped me on the shoulder.

“There’s a Pamela’s around the corner,” Megan said. “We’re going to grab a quick lunch. Want to come?”

I looked at the time. How had I been working for five hours already?

“Yeah, I’ll go.”

The interns Amanda Leminson and Tom Saito joined us. Leminson had the bulky strength of a softball pitcher, and Saito could maybe weigh one hundred pounds if he chugged a bunch of water. I had Megan pegged for a volleyball player, but no, she played soccer up through her junior year of college.

Maybe not surprisingly, dungeon jobs attracted a fair amount of jocks. I had played soccer when I was younger and then a ton of intramural racquetball in college. For some reason, my dorm was obsessed with racquetball, so I got sucked into it too.

And I haven’t thought about racquetball since, actually. Writing about it now is the first time it’s come to mind in years and years. How was racquetball so popular in college but ceased to exist as soon as I graduated? I never heard about any adult casually playing racquetball. There were probably rec leagues somewhere, but it wasn’t like hockey or soccer or football, where casual interest continued on beyond undergrad.

At any rate, I ordered a tuna melt and listened to the other interns gossip.

Internships lasted six months in the enforcement department, and they weren’t hired as cohorts. Each of us was on a different month. Leminson was on her sixth, Saito was on his fourth, and Megan was on her second. The idea was to give a first-month intern like me visibility into every level of the process, piece by piece.

Megan said that’s not how it really worked out. She was already doing the work a six-month intern was expected to do because there were never enough bodies for the volume that came through.

“Where are you hoping to get placed?” I asked Leminson.

“Anything with fieldwork. Once I hit level 10, I’m multiclassing and going independent.”

“You can afford that?” 

You couldn’t choose the class you were born with, but you could choose your multiclass. For the average person, the cost of multiclassing put it out of reach. It required a prohibitively high number of refined mana crystals, which were processed monster drops, equivalent to a year of running C-ranked gates. 

“I’ve been saving since I was a kid,” she answered. 

“That’s also why she only ordered grilled cheese and will make a play for your leftovers,” Saito said, grinning.

“The money I’ll make after will make up for it.”

“If you don’t mind my asking, what build are you aiming for?” I asked.

“Spellsword. I was born with fighter, and I’ll multiclass into black mage. Pure fighters tend to hit a ceiling as crawlers. The rare abilities make it possible for you to push over level 15, but I’ve never gotten lucky with anything. Mage is the surefire way to be sure I can get to 20.”

“She dreams big,” Megan added. I got the sense she was less optimistic about Leminson’s future.

With a mouthful of grilled cheese, Leminson asked me, “What class are you?”

“Archer. What about you guys?”

“Brawler,” Megan answered.

With a sigh, Tom said, “Monk.”

It wasn’t surprising that we were all martial classes. Magic users got snatched up for prep and apprentice programs. They were so valuable that recruitment essentially started at birth.

Martial classes were far more common, so pretty much every normal working person had one. My fourth-grade teacher, Miss Tarvoski, had the barbarian class, and she was the sweetest person I’ve ever met. The guy who filed my taxes was a defender. That class specialized in shield work.

Monk was one of the hardest classes to train, however. The few weapons the class permitted, like bo staffs and tonfas, were useless against many common monsters. A sword could be enchanted to slice rock, so a fighter could always make use of their weapon. Monks, however, were not permitted to wield enchanted weapons.

And then there were the armor penalties.

Grinding monk levels eventually unlocked exceptional abilities, but getting to those heights was precarious with all of the class restrictions. Tom would find it difficult to ever do fieldwork for the CDM, but that was only a fraction of the organization. The bulk of the employees working there never went beyond level 1. His life wasn’t over because he drew a crappy class, but his options were more limited.

Archers, brawlers, and fighters had it far easier than monks.

“How was the ride-along with McDouglas?” Megan asked.

“Short,” I answered. “We spent more time driving than anything else.”

“That’s most calls,” Saito said. “And all long calls are bad calls. Best to hope for short.”

I nodded. “Fair.”

Megan rolled her eyes at Saito. “It’s not that grim. McDouglas isn’t the worst enforcer to shadow for a run, either. Chapman and Grensmith are the hard ones.”

“What makes them hard?”

“To some people, teaching interns is just a part of the job. Something that has to be done. Then there are enforcers who treat interns like robots. They probably got shit on when they were new, so now they shit on us. Tons of grunt work. Absurd sticklers. I once got a twenty-minute lecture because I failed to italicize the period at the end of an italicized sentence. They basically just make everything harder than it needs to be.”

Leminson and Saito nodded along as Megan spoke. 

“Six months go quick,” Leminson added. “It’s not so bad.”

“Is this your first pick for a career?” Saito asked.

I shook my head. “I tried to be an English teacher.”

Megan lit up. “I tried to do elementary ed! Can barely live on teacher money, right?”

“Yep.”

Megan pointed a fork at Leminson. “She majored in anthropology. Wanted to be an archaeologist.” She turned the fork to Saito. “He was an art major.”

They both shrugged.

None of these stories were surprising. I didn’t know a single person who worked in the field they majored in. Not one. And no, I didn’t know any teachers. I never got that far. I spent sophomore through senior year expecting teacher salaries to rebound. They didn’t, so I threw a resume at a CDM posting when I graduated.

Internships with the CDM weren’t that competitive. Crawlers made good money. CDM employees did not. An internship with a guild or a crawl team–now those were competitive. I didn’t even get a rejection from most of them. I submitted my application, and that was it.

I did get the hint, of course.

“I’d like to join a guild or a team eventually,” I said. “If my degree is useless, at least I have the chance to retire early as a crawler.”

The three interns eating with me looked at each other but didn’t say anything.

“What?”

“I just went through this,” Leminson said. “The reputable guilds all grow their members from level 1. I couldn’t figure out why I never got anywhere with my applications, and finally one of the admin staff at a guild broke the news to me. They see the quality of our training as inferior, basically.”

“I know it’s competitive,” I replied.

“No, that’s not what I’m describing. A competition means you have a chance to win, even if it’s small. If your application has CDM on it, the software rejects you immediately. A human won’t ever see it. I’m not out to crush your dreams or anything, but I wish someone had explained that to me when it was my first week on the job, so that’s why I’m telling you. I’m going independent because of that.”

Saito offered me a sympathetic frown. “There are a few independent teams out there. The money and XP aren’t awesome, but you can make a living on E-ranked gates if you really have to. Could get lucky and pick up a D-ranked or two sometimes.”

Independent teams were capped on their profit potential. Guilds had full-time harvesters in-house to milk gates for all they were worth, collecting monster parts, mining ores, recovering artwork, and pushing media campaigns. Not only did they extract every speck that could be sold, but they also built members into celebrities so that footage of crawls themselves could be monetized.

Nearly everyone recorded dungeon runs. Some did it for training and liability purposes, but most tried to use it for social content in some manner. Mounting a GoPro to a helmet was simple enough, so YouTube was flooded with crawl videos. Most saw no more than a few hundred views, but some crawlers made more on the footage of a run than they did on the run itself.

Livestreaming dungeon runs was growing in popularity, but presently, only large guilds could afford the hardware it took to get a signal out of a dungeon gate.

Guilds were not the same as crawl teams, to be clear.

Crawl teams could be as large as guilds and chased all the same profit sources, but they contracted out for everything but crawlers. Some people argued savvy teams made more money than guilds because they could better control expenses. If a person wasn’t needed for the job, they didn’t have to pay them to sit around and wait for work to come in. If a guild didn’t need a mining team for a week, they still had to pay theirs.

Independent teams could rarely afford the upfront costs of all that infrastructure, so bidding for and harvesting B, A, and S-ranked gates was typically out of reach. C and D gates were harder to come by, but not impossible.

I wanted guild or crawl team money. Surely the actual market wasn’t as bleak as they believed. I didn’t argue with them, though.

“I’ve got time to figure it out,” I said. 

I breathed a sigh of relief when Saito changed the topic to complain about the train always being late in the mornings. Leminson was obviously sensitive about her dreams of guilds and teams getting dashed, and I didn’t want to rub any salt in her wounds by talking more about my own goals. I was going to make it where she didn’t, however. I didn’t care how hard it was.

Looking back on it, I’m not sure if I was optimistic or naive. Or perhaps those two ideas are one and the same?
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                On Monday night of my second week, my phone rang at 1 a.m.

“An E gate needs cullers by 2 a.m. Are you available?”

“Yes,” I managed.

“Thank you for your service. I am texting you the address now.”

I opened the message and groaned aloud when I saw that the gate was in Clairton. That was a thirty-minute drive, and from looking at the location on a map, I was pretty certain the gate was in an old steel mill on the Monongahela River. 

Coal mining and steel production used to be big business in this corner of the state, but now it was all ghost towns. The boom of American production during the war moved overseas when Africa as a continent came into its own. Ethiopia and Buganda could produce more steel for cheaper, so one by one the mills and plants that made Pittsburgh possible closed down. 

Eventually, nearly all of American manufacturing followed the steel industry and moved to Africa. Blue-collar Americans cost too much money, and safety regulations were too restrictive. After a couple of decades, the height of American industrialism was a distant memory.

A few folks tried to hang on in the smaller steel and coal towns, but stray monsters were still a reality even if you didn’t live in the wilds. Plenty got loose and bred in the early years, but towns that couldn’t afford police and fire departments couldn’t afford to have experienced crawlers on standby. After a few tragedies, most everyone moved closer to the city.

Clairton was one of those ghost towns.

I grabbed my CDM training gear, thankful that one of the few perks of the internship included passable equipment, and walked two blocks to my car.

Traveling these old steel town roads creeped me out. Nothing was torn down. It was just abandoned. There were still swingsets in yards and rocking chairs on porches, like the people living there had only recently stepped away and intended to return soon.

Streetlights weren’t necessary if there were no people, so nothing existed until my headlights shone on it, glinting off broken glass and casting long shadows. More than a few horror films were set in towns like this, and I could see why. Being in the ruins of civilization was a special kind of isolation, even if those ruins were relatively close to home.

When I pulled up, I was happy to see a gray-haired CDM culler leaning against his CDM SUV and scrolling on his phone. I was worried I would have to fumble my way through an abandoned coke plant with only my headlamp to find the gate. Coke was an important material in steel production, if you didn’t know.

“Name?” he gruffed as I got out of my car. Based on the battle-axe, I presumed he was a martial class.

“Dorion Carmino.”

“Says here this is your first cull.”

“That’s correct, sir.”

“Oh, you have the archer class. That makes you a lot easier to babysit.”

I didn’t know what to say to that.

“We’re waiting on three more. Go ahead and get geared up. Don’t leave anything valuable in your car, by the way. Break-ins out here are pretty common.”

My gear was simple enough to put on over my clothes: a leather tunic, a quiver, a bow, a shortsword, shin pads, and a helmet. Though it was made of metal, the helmet looked more motocross than medieval. 

The system had rules for what could damage monsters and what could withstand damage from monsters. Kevlar could stop a bullet, but a goblin arrow would sail right through it. Similarly, an arrow fired from a recurve bow would do more damage than a bullet fired from a rifle if the target was a monster. 

Craftsmen who could work with the mana crystals from dungeons pushed to incorporate more modern ideas into crawling gear, but there was always the risk the system wouldn’t recognize an item as compatible, so it would remain mundane even if the materials were expensive.

Two cars pulled up in close succession. One was another veteran CDM culler. She had a spear and a kite shield. She wasn’t as old as the one who greeted me, but I guessed her to be in her 40s. This definitely was not her first cull.

Megan popped out of the second car with a cup of coffee in her hand. Her CDM kit was identical to mine except she had a longsword and a shield instead of a bow and quiver. She smiled at me.

Which was weird, because it looked like her eyes were still closed. The time of night sucked for a cull, but she seemed to take it exceptionally hard.

The last person to arrive was an intern with the investigation department. His gear matched Megan’s, but I learned later he wasn’t a fighter or a brawler. He was a rogue.

“We don’t have time to learn names, and you don’t need to be trying to remember if it’s Daniel or David when you have calls to make. These cull teams are always thrown together, so get used to doing it this way. I’m the captain. I’m steering the ship.” 

He pointed to the woman with the spear. 

“She’s a ‘guard.’ Short for lifeguard. Being nervous for this is fine, but mind where you’re swinging and shooting. Guard and I have been stabbed a few times by interns and would prefer to not experience it again.

“The two biggest rules are stay in formation and do whatever the fuck we say. E-ranked gates can still kill you, but if you listen when we speak, this one won’t. Any questions before we head in?”

The rogue raised his hand. “How does the loot split work?”

The captain clucked his tongue. “Someone didn’t pay attention in orientation. Sorry, bud, I’m not a Powerpoint presentation. Any real questions?”

No one spoke or raised a hand.

“Alright. I’ve run a few gates in this place before. Mind your step, or you’ll get your money’s worth out of your tetanus shots.”

The captain led the way, and the guard brought up the rear.

“The CDM gets the mana crystals,” Megan whispered to the rogue. “We get XP.”

The rogue released a disappointed huff but didn’t say anything otherwise.

The Clairton steel mill was a small town in and of itself, and a few decades of decay and graffiti-loving interlopers made it a maze of multicolored rubble. I tried to imagine what this place would have looked like in its heyday. Cranes loading steel beams onto trains. Furnaces roaring. A coal barge passing by on the river on its way to the city.

All I saw now was dirt, rust, and spray paint.

We stopped outside of what the captain said used to be a blast furnace. The dungeon gate was next to it. Wider but shorter than a standard doorframe, this particular gate was a natural stone arch whose opening was covered by several pieces of mismatched lumber nailed together. That was this gate’s version of a door.

When you learn about the dungeon gates in history class and how much trouble they caused when they first appeared, you can’t help but think, “How could a dungeon gate ever go unnoticed?”

If it weren’t for the CDM tech that could detect dungeon gate signatures by satellite, no one would have ever known this gate was here. We were well away from the road, so the few people who might pass by would never have an eyeline to the gate. If they did, they weren’t likely to notice a gray stone arch amongst the ruins already here. Graffiti artists clearly trafficked this place, but they were even less likely to report a gate. The CDM weren’t police, but more than a few people saw them as one and the same.

So this door would have sat here long enough for a dungeon surge. Easily.

Some dungeon gates were more noticeable, particularly the upper-ranked ones. An S-ranked gate might be something like a drawbridge or a giant cave mouth. Most gates, however, weren’t larger than a set of double doors, and they all presented in the same way: a freestanding entrance structure and only the entrance. A simple dungeon gate looked like something you might see in a home improvement showroom.

Except it was a portal to a dungeon full of monsters instead of the aisle with all the toilets.

The captain tossed the wooden cover aside, crouched, and shuffled through. It looked like he disappeared into a pool of black paint.

A cavern lit by torches was on the other side, and though the ceiling was low in this section, I could stand fully upright.

This was my first time in a dungeon, and it felt surprisingly ordinary. Aside from the conveniently placed torches hanging from the walls, this seemed like a normal Earth cave, not a different dimension.

The captain asked Megan and the guard to take the frontline. The rogue and I were directly behind them, and then the captain brought up the rear. I took that as laziness at first, but he did a surprising amount of coaching for how bored he looked. Levels were great, but the system didn’t teach or instill party tactics. That was up to us to learn, so I was happy to have an experienced culler telling me what to do.

The goblins we fought were clustered in groups as if waiting for us to arrive, and the guard never let us noobs get overwhelmed. These were level 1 enemies, and she brushed them off like picnic ants.

My first goblin headshot was a bit of a thrill, but by the tenth kill, the effort felt more like a gym exercise. Draw, aim, loose. Draw, aim, loose. Over and over and over. 

Nothing remarkable happened. There were no exciting or interesting moments.

I thought the boss might be, but the guard told us to wait outside. The CDM didn’t want a party with levels as low as ours to go up against a goblin berserker. So she killed it, and then we hiked out, cutting out the mana crystals of our kills along the way for the CDM to keep.

No, the rest of us didn’t get XP for the boss. The system split XP equally between party members, but it omitted anyone who didn’t actually contribute. If a healer stood ready to help their party but never actually did anything, they would still get an equal share of XP. The security they provided was a contribution by the system’s standards.

If someone came along with the express purpose of not participating in battles, they didn’t get XP. That meant no “carrying” someone through easy gains simply by having them present. Crawlers had spent years trying to game and trick the system, but as far as I know, no one has ever found a workaround to get easier XP.

The sun had begun to rise by the time we returned to our cars. The captain and the guard were the first in their vehicles and the first to leave.

Megan went to her trunk and pulled out several towels.

“Going to the beach?” I asked.

“No, I don’t want goblin guts in my upholstery.”

Shit. I hadn’t thought about that.

“See you in a couple hours,” she said as she sat.

I waved when she pulled away. The rogue followed her, and I stripped down to my skivvies to try and spare my car seats. It already had the permanent funk of a gym bag. I preferred not to add rotting goblin flesh to that scent bouquet if I could help it.

I checked my progress while I waited for my GPS to load:

Dorion Carmino

Class: Archer

Level: 1

XP Progress: 37/100

Str: 4

Dex: 5

Con: 4

Int: 3

Cha: 3

Abilities: (none)

Traits: Ranged Accuracy

Spells: (none)

That XP count had read 1/100 for much of my life. Seeing that change didn’t seem real at first.

With the XP split, every goblin was worth 1 XP. I was grateful for the training wheels the CDM provided, but that seemed abyssmally low for the effort I put in. Once I gained a few levels, I’d be able to farm more challenging E-ranked gates as well as D-ranked gates to earn better XP.

But this was a start.

***

I had enough time to shower before my workday but not enough time to sleep. This was part of the deal, and I knew to expect days like this. Still. It sucked.

A few minutes after I sat at my desk, Leminson set a tall cup of tea in front of me and another on Megan’s desk. She wasn’t in yet.

“Thank you for this,” I said.

“Don’t expect a delivery after every run, okay?”

I laughed. “I won’t.”

And that’s where morning small talk ended and the work began.

Saito saluted me when he arrived, and so did John Bruce and Tristan Lofold, my other cubemates. They were nice enough but weren’t ones for socialization. Leminson and Saito invited them every time they invited Megan and me somewhere, but they always declined. I liked that they continued to extend the offer just to show the others they were welcome.

Megan was twenty minutes late or so, but the CDM was lenient in these circumstances. They understood what a cull entailed, after all.

She microwaved her tea–which horrified Saito as a tea snob–and started banging away at her keyboard like everyone else.

A couple of hours later, a man with a gray ponytail and carrying a clipboard arrived at our cubicle. He wore a sport coat, a t-shirt, fashionable straight-leg jeans, and spotless sneakers.

“I need three grunts,” Enforcer Grensmith said. “Hope none of you have had lunch yet.”
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                Enforcer Grensmith drove me, Megan, and Saito to the north side of the city and into a densely packed residential neighborhood with steep streets. A gate made from black stones and a wrought iron portcullis stood in the middle of an asphalt road that was so old the original bricks buried beneath showed through. 

Orange barrels and caution tape marked the area as crawler-only at one point, but locals moved them to open up more parking spaces, turning the twenty-yard minimum buffer around the gate into a few feet.

That happened a lot, I learned. When it came to parking spots, the streets had their own laws. Fighting them as an enforcer usually wasn’t worth the effort.

Two CDM SUVs blocked traffic in either direction. A single red light spun on the roof of each of them. We parked, and Grensmith lingered after he turned the engine off. No one had talked the fifteen minutes it took to get there. Megan and Saito stared out their windows with pale faces and grim expressions the whole way, so I already knew this wasn’t going to be a good day.

Grensmith had been with the CDM for thirty years and had a reputation for being strict and heartless. If he needed a moment to brace for what was ahead, could I handle what I was in for?

“Put on your plastics and grab a weapon from your kit,” he said.

Slamming the door behind him, Grensmith walked the few feet to the gate to confer with an older woman carrying a radio in one hand and a cellphone in the other. I couldn’t hear what they said.

“If you get sick, find a corner and let it out,” Megan said, weakly. “No one will think less of you, so take the time you need and get back to helping.”

I nodded.

The “plastics” Grensmith referenced were full-body disposable suits. Rubber gloves, boots, masks, and safety glasses completed the ensemble.

The three of us waited alongside the car until Grensmith was done conferring with the woman from the culling team. She stepped away to take a phone call, and he turned to us.

“This is a C-ranked gate,” Grensmith said to us. “Nine of ten wiped. Our job is to ID the crawlers, take detailed notes of their condition, bag their remains, and bring them out of the gate. The investigation team will pick up the bodies and take it from there. Gray, our role here is to back up the cullers inside and to create a chain of custody for the remains coming out of the dungeon. Until we prove otherwise, we have to act as if a crime has been committed here.”

Grensmith slipped plastic booties over his immaculate sneakers and went in first. We followed.

This dungeon had a traditional stone structure. Hewn stone for the walls. Cobblestone for floors. Glowing quartz embedded in the ceiling every five feet for light.

Our feet splashed in blood the moment we came through the gate, and my boots stuck to the floor with each step. Grensmith took several pictures with his phone and then gestured for us to begin. I stuck close to Saito and did what he did.

First we searched for IDs. All of these bodies were hauled here by the cullers, and very few of them were complete. We found most of the IDs with their appropriate owners, but three were missing. A good bit of their bodies was missing as well, so their IDs were likely somewhere deeper in the dungeon. They might never be recovered.

We noted the state of each body. We inventoried their belongings. And we put them into body bags, one piece at a time. Occasionally, a member of the culling team would drag another piece to us and head back into the dungeon.

Technically, this was a task for the investigation department. Enforcers weren’t evidence collectors, but being understaffed and underfunded meant that most people in the CDM did a little bit of everything. The primary investigation teams were already on assignments, so we got sent in to help. That happened often, apparently.

Six cullers eventually appeared from deeper within the dungeon. I took them all for martial types because of the weapons they carried, but the woman with the mace was a cleric, I learned later. That was technically a martial type as well, but most people grouped clerics with healers. They could fight, but their restorative and support magic was what made them useful for a party. I was surprised to see a valuable class like that on a CDM cull team.

A stocky man with white beard stubble stopped to talk to Grensmith while the other cullers waited to exit the gate. I assumed that meant they killed the boss, which triggered the countdown for this instance.

“Gate’s closing in ten,” he said. “Bugbears with a necro shaman.”

“No shit?” Grensmith asked.

The stocky culler shrugged. “Rare but not unheard of. Looked to us like the crawlers fought halfway into the dungeon. When the shaman raised everything they had killed to that point, they got boxed in.”

“Thank you,” Grensmith said.

“Yep.”

With a quick whistle, the rest of the cullers followed the stocky man through the gate. We dragged the last body bag out a few moments later.

Coroners from the investigation team had arrived with vans at some point, and most of the bodies we had recovered were already loaded for transport when we emerged. A muscular man in a suit stood off to the side of the scene, talking with the older woman we met on the way in.

“Everything in the medical waste bin,” Grensmith gruffed. “Disinfect your face and hands before you get back in the car.”

“That guy is the general manager for the Mill Rats,” Megan whispered, indicating the man in the suit. “These crawlers were on his team.”

I knew the Mill Rats. They were one of the larger crawl teams in the city and had a decent reputation. A wipe like this was a tragedy, but it was also very bad for business. Everything the team invested in training and equipping the party was lost. The harvest partners they contracted had already mobilized resources for this gate, but there was no harvest happening now, so that meant more wasted capital. On the media side of the business, fatalities usually meant a drop in followers and a spike in trolls which also meant a dip in revenue.

After a wipe like this, every video and stream comment turned into a dig at the crawl team. A few would express genuine concern about crawling practices that led to that many deaths, but mostly the comments were as toxic as they were twisted.

In the SUV, Grensmith glanced in the rearview mirror to catch my eye and said, “Gray, review proper handwashing procedure when we get back to HQ. I’ll send you the module. Have it done before you leave today. Also, when you’re doing recovery, use two hands to keep pieces from breaking into even smaller pieces. That’s better for the investigators to work with than soup.”

“It's Carmino, sir.”

“No, it’s Gray.” 

“Yes, sir.” Enforcer McDouglas had made a hobby of spreading my nickname, it seemed.

“Where’d the tenth crawler end up?” Saito asked Grensmith.

“Hospital. The ambulance was here and gone before we arrived.”

“Oh, so she didn’t run.”

Grensmith shook his head. “Not this one. Looks like a straightforward wipe. Don’t get many of those.”

“Umm…” I began, “what do you mean by that?”

“Murder in a dungeon is rarely a person attacking another person. Usually, monsters do the work, and the murderer just makes sure the target is vulnerable at the right time. You put that scene next to a run-gone-wrong? They’ll look the same. What was malicious? What was incompetence? What was bad luck? And then the crime scene disappears.”

“Does that mean there are more dungeon murders than people think or less?” I asked.

“We investigate every death hard as a deterrent. My opinion, murder is a big step for a person to take. I believe in the core goodness of humanity.” Grensmith made that statement with such monotone dryness that I couldn’t tell if he was being serious or sarcastic.

No one talked the rest of the way back to headquarters. 

None of us ate lunch–My appetite wouldn’t come back until late the next day, in fact. We didn’t talk in the cube either. When the day ended, goodbyes were little more than head nods. 

I was the last to leave. I had three quizzes on handwashing to take.

***

“Late one today, huh?” Nathan asked from the couch when I got home.

“Yeah.”

“Bad news,” he yelled. “Sandra changed the Netflix password. Two years on an ex’s account is a pretty good run, right?”

“Sure.”

Nathan turned. “Shit, man. You alright?”

“Had to clean up a party wipe.”

“Eesh. That sounds terrible.”

“I might just go crash,” I said. “I’m way behind on my sleep.”

“Alright, man. Text me if my shit gets too loud or if you need anything.”

“Thanks.”

After a long shower, I flopped onto my bed. I was tired and sore, but when I closed my eyes, sleep wouldn’t come.

I knew that days like today were inevitable. The work the CDM did wasn’t a secret. I had seen the news reports since I was a kid, I had seen crawlers die on stream, and the CDM interview process addressed the eventuality of a horrific dungeon scene directly with candidates. Death and gore were part of the job. Always was and always would be.

But I believed the dream of getting onto a team or being recruited by a guild gave me a sort of grit to keep going, to face those awful moments in the service of my greater goal. That grit was imaginary, I realized, and the future I aimed for was even more fanciful. If the other interns were right, no team or guild would want a CDM-trained crawler.

Dungeon crawling was my shot at surviving on my own as an adult, though. I might not have “fuck you” money, as Nathan would call being ultra-rich, but I’d be able to move out of this shoebox apartment, and I might even pay off my student loans someday. If I got a crawler job after my time at the CDM, that is.

I needed to confirm if my chances of getting into a guild or onto a crawl team were as hopeless as my coworkers said.

Say that it was. Was the headache worth it if I couldn't get recruited like I planned? I already made the mistake of getting an entire degree before realizing I was traveling in the wrong direction. That was not going to happen again. If crawling wasn’t going to pay off, I wanted to get out now and move on instead of waiting several years to come to my senses.

If it was true that CDM crawlers didn’t get good jobs, I had the following options:


	 Cut my losses and bail.

	 Aim for a long-term career with the CDM.

	 Figure out how to buck the trend and get the job I want on a team or in a guild.

	 Find a way to make independent crawling not suck.



Three of the four options required me to stick with the internship and level, so taking my time to solve this was on the table. And there I went doing it again. I wanted to put this off forever and blindly hope for the best. 

I knew the lifetime CDM path wasn’t for me. I didn’t want to be a Grensmith or a McDouglas. The job was too much work for too little money.

That left getting a team or guild spot where everyone else failed, somehow making myself the exception, or inventing an approach to independent crawling that made better money than all the independents before me had managed. 

I knew too little about either option, and I knew too well that I would never be the exception. People in my family never got the lucky break.

So what the hell should I do?

I gave up on trying to rest and went out to the living room.

“Can’t sleep?” Nathan asked with a mouthful of potato chips.

“Nope.” 

“You cool with a LootLootLouis stream? Totally fine if you’d rather not think about crawling.”

I shook my head. “No, it’s fine. Is this a VOD or live?”

“Live. B-ranked orc dungeon. Run started 35 minutes ago.”

LootLootLouis was a spellsword and top 10 crawler from Europe. B-ranked dungeons were a light challenge for him and his party, so they had more freedom to make fights dynamic and entertaining. The lulls between encounters had the friendly banter of an intelligent podcast. Plenty of streamers went the loud and louder route with their content. LootLootLouis was one of the few who didn’t.

But he was exciting to watch. He had thick dreads down to the middle of his back, and he insisted on wearing garishly bright outfits on stream. He sometimes described himself as a court jester with a sword, and he wasn’t afraid to go on stream with a velvety purple bathrobe with pink tights beneath.

As a spellsword, he had to rely on enchantments to avoid the casting penalty for armor. Where most high-level crawlers settled on a look for their personal brand, Louis embraced absurdity. One time, Nathan and I turned on a stream to see him wearing one of those full-body green man suits for a whole run. On another, he wore the jersey for his favorite football team–soccer to us–and white bell-bottom pants.

The crazy part was he made it work. The most outlandish clothing looked good on him. I used to think his dark complexion helped there, giving the bright colors a strong contrast that a pale boy like me could never manage. Nathan argued that it was one hundred percent swagger. Louis was just that confident and cool.

After a few years of watching his runs, I agreed. Louis had an intangible quality to his personality and presence that made everything he did or wore look good.

“Nad-Nade is putting together a crawl team,” Nathan said. Nad-Nade was an energy drink brand. “They’re planning an Asia run, from Poland to Japan in a year basically.”

“Jesus.”

“Right? I don’t care how much money you throw at that. There’s no way that’s happening.”

“I don’t know, man. They’ll send a small army along for an escort and for media.”

Nathan laughed. “Nope. Ten-person team, they said. They're doing all their own filming. No crew.”

“Yeah, not a chance.”

“How much money do you think they’re getting?”

“An absurd amount,” I said without thinking. 

Huh. That was interesting. Could an independent crawler get that kind of deal for hunting the wilds, or did I need to be an influencer?
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                My next few workdays were spent at my desk auditing crawler reports. After every gate, crawlers were required to capture a range of data to help the CDM better rate the estimated difficulty of gates or to uncover other patterns in how dungeons were structured. Satellites could log the mana levels of a gate with relative accuracy, but that was a crude estimator of difficulty.

Two different combinations of monsters could have the same mana reading, but one combination could be far more challenging than the other. The bugbear wipe we cleaned up, for example, had the same mana reading as a bugbear dungeon that only had vanilla shamans, no necromancers. 

There were always rumors that better gate technology was coming, and the conspiracy crowd believed that tech had already been invented and buried to protect some unnamed billionaire’s interests. 

Me? I figured there was too much money in dungeon crawling for better tech to not get out if it existed. I didn’t doubt people were working on new ideas, but I wasn’t optimistic about what the future held on that front. We had been using more or less the same tech for fifty years. We got better at logging and analyzing data, but the method at its core hadn’t changed.

My role in this CDM effort was to ensure that crawlers properly filled out their reports. If they didn’t, they would get reprimanded, which could eventually lead to their crawler licenses being revoked.

When Grensmith grabbed me for a day of fieldwork, I leapt out of my chair as quickly as I could.

“Have you done harvester audits before?” he asked as we pulled out of the garage.

“No, sir. Only the training modules.”

“Good. Everyone else teaches it wrong. You’ll have a better foundation this way.”

I nodded.

“What’s the highest-ranked gate you’ve visited?”

“C.”

“Our list today is all Bs and As,” Grensmith said. “These sites are different animals entirely. If a B gate pops up downtown, suddenly we’re rerouting traffic and have to make sure that the worksite is safe and secure for the workers as well as the civilians. It’s never not a mess.”

Bridges, tunnels, and highway interchanges closing unexpectedly were regular occurrences. The one time you didn’t check your route before you left was the time you got stuck in gridlock at the Liberty Tunnel for three hours. Most people had automated alerts for changes on their usual routes, but everyone had at least one story where a gate opened right when they were between exits on the interstate, and then they ran out of gas waiting for traffic to move.

The first gate was in one of the extended lots for the city’s professional football stadium, which was the most convenient location for a gate within city limits I had ever heard of. 

Grensmith seemed to agree. “This gate will be more orderly than you’re likely to ever see again,” he said as we pulled up to a guarded entrance.

A temporary chain-link fence wrapped the lot, and I couldn’t actually see the gate from the outside, only mobile trailers and a collection of semi-trucks with empty flatbeds. 

He flashed his credentials out the window. The man at the entrance made a note, and then we were let inside.

“Feels like a fortress, right?” Grensmith asked.

“Definitely does.”

“Harvest teams usually try to obscure as much of the gate activity as possible, so that’s why we’ve got this wagon circle of trailers. More than half your citations will be placement violations because these crews only care about the gate. If three driveways and a pedestrian bridge get blocked, they’ll go through with it because it’s easier.”

Looking around at the expanse of the scene as we drove deeper, I said, “This looks like a lot of ground for two people to cover.”

I had done all of the modules on these regulations, and they could be exceptionally granular. In the early days, workplace safety regulations didn’t extend to dungeon harvesters, and a lot of people got hurt and exploited. Now, most any rule that would matter in a factory or on a construction site applied to dungeon sites. 

Personal protective equipment like hard hats, eye protection, and gas detectors, for example, were just as mandatory in a dungeon as they were on more traditional hazardous job sites. For harvesters. Not crawlers. Crawlers were treated more like military mercenaries.

Get the job done without dying. We don't care how.

“We’re auditing audits,” Grensmith explained. “We do these at random or with problem harvesters because you’ll write a citation for blocking a street with a forklift, they move it, and then as soon as you pull away, they put it right back. So, when you start doing audits yourself, pull the history for every outfit on site. It’s hard to catch all the problems with a walkthrough, but if there’s oil on the pavement, you figure you got an oil leak, right?”

“Right.”

“These guys have a history of skimping on harvester security and equipment inspection logs.” He handed me a white hard hat with the CDM logo on the front and put one on himself.

A young, clean-shaven man also in a white hard hat approached as soon as we stepped out of the SUV. His hard hat had the Dungeon Delvers Guild logo on both sides. They were one of the larger guilds in the country, and the Pittsburgh chapter was the largest guild in our region. 

“Enforcer Grensmith! Good to see you.” 

His flop sweat and darting eyes did a poor job hiding how anxious Grensmith’s presence made him. I was told that Grensmith was a stickler, which I experienced directly myself. If he was like that with internal procedures, he was probably just as harsh during inspections. He was not the enforcer you wanted to see walking onto your job site with a clipboard.

“Showing an intern the ropes,” he answered.

“We just had an audit yesterday.”

“I have to quality-check our reports,” Grensmith said. “Not my call, unfortunately.”

“No, no, I understand. If you need me, anyone on site here has a radio. Ask them, and I’ll be right over.”

“Appreciate it.”

All the harvesters going in and out of the dungeon had heat-protective suits, heavy-duty goggles, and special gloves. So this was a fire-type dungeon. 

Seeing workers ratchet-strapping dead fire salamanders for transport confirmed it. The monsters were roughly the size of cars and had to be loaded with cranes. If this gate had appeared in a neighborhood like Beechview with near-vertical Pittsburgh streets and lax parking rules, the trucks wouldn’t have fit, and definitely not a crane.

But the harvest would still happen regardless, so I could see how easily regulations and procedures could fall by the wayside when the gate location was awful.

Once all the valuable monsters had been extracted from the gate, the mining team would go in next. I saw a few of those teams starting to stage their gear, so the monster harvest for this gate was probably near completion. Fire-type dungeons often meant volcanic environments, and any dungeon with a lot of natural stone had potential for mineable resources.

In addition to a range of ore types, dungeons might have rare gemstones. Any gemstone that came out of a dungeon was infused with mana, a process that couldn’t yet be duplicated in a lab, making them exceptionally valuable. A volcanic dungeon might have mana-infused onyx, for example.

Once the harvest was complete, the crawlers would return and beat the boss to close the gate.

“I spot two code violations,” Grensmith said, crossing his arms.

Great. A test.

I scanned the job site. The obvious items seemed to be in order. I saw PPE on every worker. High-traffic areas were kept clear and unobstructed. Equipment and chemicals looked to be properly stored and secured. They had an alert system for when the main thoroughfare was off-limits for anyone on foot, such as when a small convoy of resources was on its way out. 

Shit. I couldn’t see anything wrong.

“I don’t know,” I admitted.

“You can run through the training again when we get back,” Grensmith said as if he was magnanimously letting me go outside for recess early. “First thing, any fire-type monster must be secured for transport with fire-resistant hardware. Those ratchet straps aren’t fire-resistant. They will probably be fine with fire salamanders, but about two months back we had a load of hellhound corpses break loose in the middle of I-70. They stay hot for a while, even after they’re dead. Heat went up, and the hardware failed.”

I listened closely and nodded along. 

Grensmith pointed to a row of wooden pallets, lined up on their sides like books on a shelf. “Pallets have to be stored flat. You store them like that, they warp, and then the next thing they carry wobbles off and crushes someone.”

Man, I wasn’t sure I’d ever notice something like that. Proper pallet storage procedure? That was entirely invisible to me.

Next, Grensmith got me inspection records for every piece of equipment on site. The foreman offered me a table in one of the trailer break rooms, and I sat down to review several dozen pages. While I did that, Grensmith went into the dungeon to continue his audit.

I looked for missing dates, inconsistent maintenance records, and falsified paperwork. If the crane had a perfect inspection history, then the maintenance records should reflect the effort it took to keep it in such good condition. Usually when harvesters forged one, they forgot to forge the other.

Grensmith also reminded me to enforce formatting standards. Dates were to be written with hyphens and the full year, not slashes and two-digit year entries. All times had to be in the military format, which was rarely enforced by anyone but Grensmith, apparently. He gave me a ten-minute lecture about why that breakdown could snowball into the collapse of the CDM, but I could see a “pick your battles” argument on that one.

I needed an hour to review everything, and the only issue I found was the use of the two-digit date format instead of four on a few records. Grensmith had me file a formal citation for the error. 

As I handed that notice over, I could feel how much the foreman loathed me. It occurred to me then that this could be another reason why CDM-trained crawlers rarely got picked up by guilds and teams. They spent the first legs of their careers pissing off the people who would decide whether or not to hire them later.

That was a terrible way to network, and I desperately needed to speak with someone at a guild or on a team who could confirm my chances of getting recruited post-CDM.

On our drive up the North Shore to the next harvester audit, I worked up the nerve to be direct with Grensmith.

“I hope this isn’t out of line, but I’d like to learn more about how guilds and teams work. How do you recommend I find someone to talk to about that? I’d like to get the inside perspective, if that makes sense.”

Grensmith glanced at me as he drove. “Looking to level up with the CDM and then jump to crawling?”

I didn’t see any point in lying. “Yes,” I answered.

He nodded. “I have a friend who’s in the Homestead Strikers. Are you familiar?”

“I know that they’re one of the oldest guilds in the city. Nothing else.”

“They’re an… interesting outfit. I can connect you with a crawler manager there, former CDM. She’ll shoot straight, but you should know their organization is a bit different from the modern crews.”

“How so?” I asked.

“The Homestead Strikers trace their lineage back to folks who fought in the Battle of Homestead. Andrew Carnegie sent in Pinkertons and the National Guard to break up a mill strike, once upon a time, and it turned into an actual battle. A good many steelworkers died, and they took down a few Pinkertons too. The Strikers bring that sort of energy into crawling.”

I had no idea what I was supposed to take from that.

“In case you’re struggling to keep up,” Grensmith said as if reading my mind, “they don’t trust outsiders, the majority of their people are legacy members, and they love an excuse to throw down.”

“Thank you for the warning.”

“Funny enough, groups like theirs drove a lot of the harvester safety regulations we’re enforcing today. This next gate is in an old mall, by the way. That sounds like it would make for a cleaner job site, but there are always squatters and looters causing trouble in places like those. Then we’ve got one in Squirrel Hill. That’ll be a disaster zone, and I expect you to catch every infraction I do.”

When Grensmith didn’t seem to want to talk anymore, I spent the rest of the drive reciting regulations in my mind. Maybe I could pull it off and find all of the same issues he did if I applied myself.

I could not, in fact, pull it off.



The Homestead Strikers manager Grensmith connected me to was a short but visibly powerful woman with a shaved head. I was always terrible at guessing any age under fifteen and any age over fifty, but she looked like an exceptionally healthy sixty or so years old to me. I couldn’t guess her class, but I had a feeling her level was pretty high. Over 10 at least.

Or maybe old women scared me. It’s hard to know for certain.

“Grensy told me you wanted to get a better view into how guilds work,” Kara said as she led me through the guild grounds for the Homestead Strikers.

The layout and scale of the place reminded me of the old steel mill I got to explore several days back for that Clairton E gate. Big buildings with sheet metal walls and rooftops. Wide lanes for tractor trailers and other machinery to move about more easily. Out-of-service railroad tracks running along the far edge of the property. The operation was massive, and most staff used golf carts to get around because walking would take too long.

“Yes, that’s right,” I answered. “He also mentioned you were CDM at one point?”

Kara chuckled and pointed me through a door. “Fifteen years of a forty-year career. That place is a meat grinder.”

Kara’s office was in one of the sheet metal buildings, and it felt more like a factory foreman’s office than I anticipated. She and seven other crawl managers shared a space with one of the guild’s refineries, making the air smell metallic and giving every surface a permanent layer of industrial grime.

Apparently, metals were the only dungeon resource the Homestead Strikers regularly processed in-house. Anything else brought out of a dungeon was sold off. Very few guilds processed any of the materials they harvested themselves.

“So,” she said as she sat, “what do you want to know?”

“I wanted to hear a perspective on the work from someone on the other side of the fence, and I’d also like to learn more about how you choose crawlers and harvesters to hire.”

Kara’s eyebrow raised. “Crawling is the only thing you actually want to talk about.”

“It’s the topic I’m most interested in, sure, but I do care about the other stuff.”

“I’m not saying you don’t. The pipeline from CDM work to guild work is a pretty common topic, is all. With the right CDM resume, management and harvesting are solid exit plans. If you survived the bureaucracy of the CDM, any other office job feels downright utopian, and the brains of a guild will welcome you with open arms. Crawling isn’t open at all, I’m afraid.”

“Is it that hard to get a chance?” I asked.

“That’s the thing. There is no chance to get. Groups like the Strikers rarely bring in an outside recruit, and if they do, it’s a caster class of some kind. Otherwise, the crawlers are all the great-grandkids or whatever of the founding members. I worked my way up from associate manager, thinking I could get a shot at crawling once I was on the inside.”

Kara paused to shake her head.

“Nope. Didn’t happen. It’s the same story with any of the other CDM guys at any other outfit too.”

Now I saw why Grensmith facilitated this conversation. He was giving me a reality check. I wondered if this was something he did to all interns who had goals like mine.  

“I’m sorry to come down on your dreams like that,” Kara said, sincerely sympathetic. “I wish someone had talked sense into me earlier. Adjusting would have been easier.”

“You struck me as someone who leveled a bit.”

Kara grinned. “Always nice to get a compliment from the next generation. Anyway, I never said you couldn’t crawl. You’re just not getting in with any of the major guilds or teams. I ran gates on my days off. Lost money on them most of the time. D and E gates are duds more often than anyone lets on.”

“I see.”

“Listen, crawler management isn’t a bad gig,” she said. “I don’t get to run dungeons, but supporting the crawlers who do gives me a little secondhand taste of it.”

“What does that kind of work entail?”

“My job is to ensure that my crawlers enter a gate as prepared as possible. That means keeping gear maintenance schedules on track, coordinating crawl logistics and timing, administering payroll, and sometimes making party-level changes so that the best combinations of people are working together.”

“Oh, that does sound cool.”

Cool for someone who wasn’t me.
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                Outside of a dungeon, my reaction to seeing a cockroach suddenly scurry across the room usually involved a panicked jump and a fearful yelp. Not only were they large and swift, but my mind knew them to be gross bugs that inhabited gross places. I felt strongly enough about said grossness that it helped drive my instinctual revulsion.

I had similar feelings for most any creature that scurried, actually. 

With that background, you can understand why I was ecstatic to learn that my second dungeon gate ever was a “Roach Run.” Their perfectly linear structure–hallway, room, hallway, room–made them simple to crawl, and every monster was a giant cockroach. That was it. The whole dungeon was a repeat of the same kinds of encounters over and over. 

Living in the northeastern corner of the country meant we didn’t have the climate for giant cockroaches to survive a winter outside of gates, so all of my experiences with giant cockroaches were secondhand, like videos from the southwest where they thrived and were regular pests like rats were for us. 

Giant roaches dropped small mana crystals, but few crawlers were willing to pause to carve them open and extract the loot. There were too many bugs and too much chaos.

So a Roach Run became a run in the literal sense. All that mattered in this dungeon was getting it over with. I didn’t know what kind of gate this was until I arrived for the cull, by the way.

At 3 a.m. on a Tuesday morning, I stood on a bike path in front of a rustic door and frame. The captain for this crawl, a pudgy man in his 30s, handed out rolls of duct tape to the other six CDM employees there for the cull.

“Tape every sleeve, hole, and pocket in your clothes. You don’t want a roach diving in for an unscheduled game of pocket pool.”

“Dude, you’re kidding me,” a man my age complained. “This is a Roach Run?”

“Yep,” the captain answered.

“Fuck my life.”

That was the moment I and everyone else except for the captain and the guard learned what kind of dungeon gate this was. 

Abandoning a run after you already committed would drop you to the bottom of the priority list for future voluntary culls, which meant even fewer XP opportunities. Megan told me she heard of people who were shadowbanned from culls for tardiness and last-minute cancellations. Nobody would say they were formally banned, but they also never got picked to go.

If cullers knew ahead of time what kind of gate this was, they would do what the original crawl team did when they stepped inside and saw it was a Roach Run: Turn right back around because fuck that.

Therefore, the CDM put volunteer cullers like me in a corner. If you didn’t suck it up and get through the Roach Run, you would suffer in different ways later.

“Anyone dropping out?” the captain asked, looking around at our mismatched group.

No one answered. I did, however, notice that the captain and the guard taped their sleeves and pants in two places, not just one like the rest of us. I scrambled to get my roll of duct tape back to follow suit. If they thought they needed two layers of defense against clothes-invading roaches, I might as well do three.

“Leave the bow,” the captain said to me when he saw my gear. “You’ll always have a bug to hit, and you’ll be swinging your arms to keep them off you. If you’ve got a sword and shield, maybe you’ll kill something in the process.”

When I was back with the group a few seconds later, the captain continued.

“This run will be a permanent pincer attack, so whether you're backline or frontline, you’ll be busy. Only one line moves at a time. The lead line will fight forward and then call when it’s time for the followers to close the gap. The lead doesn’t move again until the followers are in position. Kinda like an inchworm. Most of you here haven’t done a Roach Run, so here’s a big piece of advice: just keep fucking swinging and try not to think about how much farther we might have to go. Swing and move. Swing and move. Do that, and we’ll be out of here faster.

“Last thing: see these bags?” The captain held up what were essentially Ziploc bags the size of suitcases. “As soon as you’re out of the gate, strip down everything, put it in one of these, and seal it. Take as many bags as you need, but bag everything but your underwear. Stuff it all in a freezer when you get home, and leave it there for 36 hours. Guides will say 24, but roach eggs are resilient bastards. If anyone tells you 12, never let that person in your house because they’re a dirtball.”

There’s no light in a Roach Run gate, by the way. I wished the captain had mentioned that before we went in so I could mentally prepare. I had a headlamp like you’re supposed to, but the tone of the run felt far more nightmarish in the dark. With the limit in visibility, judging the distance we traveled wasn’t possible, and roaches endlessly pouring out of the shadows was unnerving.

The advice to keep swinging helped me through a few moments where I felt too overwhelmed to fight. Hearing those words in my mind kept my arms moving until the challenge passed.

The largest roach I saw was three feet long. Most came in around two and a half.

Normal-sized roaches coated the dungeon as well. They didn’t provide XP when you killed them, but they were even more active in the dungeon than terrestrial varieties, which is to say they were really fast and their bites hurt like a mother.

Eventually, we hacked our way to the boss room. The captain went in to fight it while the rest of us held our position and fought the horde. The boss was an even more giant cockroach. And fighting it looked like doing battle with an angry pickup truck that could fly, from the few glimpses I managed at least. A minute later, the captain was back in our formation, and we repeated the movement process all the way back to the gate.

As soon as we got outside, we stripped down and bagged our clothing and armor as instructed. I learned my lesson from the goblin gate and packed plenty of towels and wipes. I wasn’t remotely clean when I drove home, but I wouldn't have milky green roach guts soaking into my seat either.

Before I started my car, though, I checked my character sheet.

Dorion Carmino

Class: Archer

Level: 2

XP Progress: 7/200

Str: 4

Dex: 5

Con: 4

Int: 3

Cha: 3

Abilities: (none)

Traits: Ranged Accuracy

Spells: (none)

I gained a level. Me. My first level. I really needed to get home and shower at least twice before work, but I was too excited to wait.

I accepted the level up. That gave me three stat points to allocate and three archer abilities to pick from. Any ability I didn’t pick would remain available as I leveled, so if there were two abilities I wanted from a level-up, I could pick up the second when I gained another level later. 

I opened the unlock menu and read my options:

Power Draw

Class: Archer

Type: Ability

Cooldown: None

Duration: Instant

Holding a full draw with your bow for 3 seconds activates Power Draw, adding a +10% bonus to damage to that arrow. Holding any weapon other than a bow in a fully retracted position for 3 seconds adds a +5% bonus to damage for that strike. This ability does not affect accuracy.

Hold the Line

Class: Archer

Type: Trait

Cooldown: None

Duration: Perpetual

Remaining rooted in place for 5 seconds activates Hold the Line, adding a +10% bonus to damage and a +10% bonus to damage resistance. Bonuses expire when you move.

Improved Reload

Class: Archer

Type: Trait

Cooldown: None

Duration: Permanent

Gain a +5% bonus to the speed with which you nock an arrow. All other weapons gain a +2.5% bonus to the speed of their draw.

I froze. I had read half a dozen books on build-crafting to prepare for this very moment, but now that I could actually commit to stats and unlock choices, I worried my plan wasn’t the right one. These decisions were permanent, and I would get maybe fifteen of these decisions across my career if I was lucky.

I decided choosing now would be a bad idea even if I stuck to my original plan. I was coming down from the crawl, and I was exhausted. That was not the headspace for making grand life choices.

I closed my system profile.



When Nathan came home, he paused at the kitchen table. “Why are all the vegetables on the table?” he yelled.

I hopped off the couch and leaned into the kitchen. “I’m sorry. I needed freezer space. I’ll replace everything that goes bad. Promise.”

Nathan looked suspiciously at the refrigerator. “What’s in the freezer now?”

“Everything I crawled in this morning. Had my first ‘Roach Run’ today, and they told us to freeze our stuff to make sure we didn’t bring live dungeon roaches into our homes.”

Shivering involuntarily, Nathan said, “I don’t want to talk about cockroaches. I’m glad you’re safe, but I call ‘permadeath’ on this one.”

“Permadeath” was our conversational safe word.

We said "permadeath" when one of us wanted to drop a topic immediately and not bring it back up. In general, ragging on each other was the cornerstone of our friendship, but neither of us liked when a bit went too far or bullseyed a soft spot. 

“Not a problem,” I replied. “I don’t want to talk about it either.”

“You’re home way earlier than usual.”

“They let me out an hour early because of what kind of run I had this morning.”

“That’s nice of them.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “I put in our usual pizza order if you’re cool with that.”

“Aw hell yeah. That works for me.”

“And… Uhh… I leveled up.”

Nathan’s eyes and smile grew comically large. “Dude! Congratulations. I’m sorry if I put a damper on your celebration just now with permadeath.”

“No, you didn’t.”

He stepped forward and hugged me. “That’s so freaking cool. How different does a stat change feel?”

“Yeah... I’m too scared to pick something.”

“I’d be freaked too,” Nathan admitted. “There’s no penalty for waiting, right?”

I shook my head.

“Then wait, but I do want to hear about it when it happens. Want to watch something?”

“I do, but I can’t. I’m going to hit the build guides in my room. If I don’t hear the pizza guy, tell me. Do not pay for it again. Hear me?”

“Sure.”

I shut my door and sat down to replan my build from scratch. For people who don’t use the system very much, this is often a bit confusing: a class is the job or character type you get at birth. A build is the total sum of all your system choices.

The system usually offered the same general pool of abilities in varying orders for levels 1 through 10, so planning a build was commonplace. A single stat point is a big deal, and choosing an unlock is even bigger. In the case of some builds, a few minor differences in your choices can change how you crawl.

A stealth archer build, for example, required an early investment into dexterity to increase your chances of getting the right unlocks later. Yes, the pool was generally the same, but enough variations in options existed that relying entirely on random chance was a risk. For a few rare builds, stealth archer being one, crawlers had figured out the connection between the dex stat and the appearance of key abilities like Noiseless Step and Silent Arrow.

At any rate, I had four conventional build routes to take if I didn’t multiclass:

- Stealth Archer - Uses a Backstab-style bonus to deliver hard-hitting attacks from the shadows and is weak and slow in a slugfest.

- Dex Archer - Invests in everything speed so that their movements and attacks are a blur, but that comes at the expense of power.

- Power Archer - Stacks abilities exclusively to buff single attacks at the expense of attack speed and general mobility.

- Marksman - Does extreme damage with attacks delivered from an extreme range but is weaker in other situations because of the minimum distance requirements for some of their bonuses.

Dex and power archers were the most common paths for crawlers and had a little bit of room for personal preference and flair in ability choices. 

Stealth archers and marksmen often struggled in dungeon crawls because the nature of the encounters didn’t fit their specializations. There was rarely enough freedom to properly stealth, and the sight lines were rarely long enough for the marksman-specific abilities to trigger. People who chose those kinds of builds typically went military or focused on hunting the wilds. Usually the former.

My original plan was dex archer because I liked the idea of being agile and hated the idea of standing in place for long periods of time, which was what power archer builds were based on. For example, Hold the Line increased damage if I stood in place long enough and was a prerequisite for more such unlocks later. I didn’t like the idea of making myself an easier target.

I knew I would never have the money to multiclass, but I couldn’t help but read through those builds as well. These were the most popular multiclass options for archers:

- Spellbow - Adds a caster class to increase an archer’s versatility and imbue their arrows with various bonuses and effects.

- Dexer - Adds the fighter class to turn the agility of an archer into the foundation for a hack-and-slash machine.

- Part-Time Assassin - Adds the assassin class to create an even more specialized stealth or power archer who incorporates poison buffs. The build was called “part-time assassin” because a pure assassin could unlock a lot of the same benefits if you started with the assassin class in the first place. 

- Infiltrator - Adds the rogue class to further specialize in sneak attack damage bonuses and may take skills like lockpicking and acrobatics for utility reasons.

- True Stealth Archer - Adds the rogue class to fully develop the stealth skills of a stealth archer, gaining access to abilities not available in the base archer class.

- Hunter - Adds the ranger or druid class to unlock nature and animal-related abilities.

- Church Kid - Adds the cleric or priest class to make what was essentially a cleric who was exceptional with the bow.

Spellbow and hunter were both appealing to me. Using magic was just plain cool, and I liked the additional versatility a caster class would afford me. Hunter was a solid survival choice for both the dungeons and the wilds. 

The B, A, and S-rank dungeons could be dangerously large at times, so someone who could navigate intuitively and more readily sense nearby monsters was incredibly useful. And the wilds were the wilds. Any nature-affiliated class had a big survival advantage if you intended to hunt beyond established borders. I did not intend to do that, by the way, but I liked having options when possible.

Reading through the multiclass variants made it hard not to be a dreamer. Objectively, I knew I wouldn’t have enough money to multiclass at level 10, even with the most optimistic perspective of my career prospects and financial management abilities. Yet, giving up on that idea now, at level 1, felt defeatist in a way I couldn’t stomach.

Admitting that I couldn’t succeed was the same as failing in my mind, so acknowledging that I wanted something like Spellbow and then not allowing myself to pursue it was painful.

After redoing the reading and looking at my options for most of the night, I was even less sure about what I wanted to do with my level-up.

Nathan ended up paying for the pizza, by the way. What an asshole.
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                    Royal Road works because of the community it fosters. In traditional publishing, there's usually a significant separation between an author and their readers, but RR tears down those walls. A big part of that community is authors supporting authors.

As the 30 days of daily releases continue, please consider supporting some of the great authors out there who were kind enough to support me, starting with Andy in the Apocalypse.

This story tackles a lot of the same issues as the Center for Dungeon Management, so if you're enjoying my story, you'll probably enjoy this one:
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Andy in the Apocalypse





On currents of magic, the System arrived. Monsters followed. Forty days until the first invasion. No pressure.

Andy wanted a quiet life—just his trailer, the Sonoran desert, and a job that didn’t ask much of him. Instead, he got a front-row seat to Tucson’s collapse. Magic rewrote the rules. Monsters stalked the streets. People mutated—or died.

He didn’t plan to be a hero. But when the screaming started, Andy grabbed a broken broomstick and did what he does best: survive.

Now he’s got more than his own skin to worry about—kids looking to him for protection, neighbors turning to him for leadership, and a trailer park slowly transforming into a fortress. The System’s leveling him up—but not fast enough.

Because the countdown’s ticking, the invasions are coming, and if Andy fails, everyone he’s begun to care about will be slaughtered.

A System Apocalypse story about found family, desperate courage, and carving hope out of chaos.















                

                “Gate-crashing rates are up again this month,” one of the CDM directors said on a Friday morning. He didn’t bother introducing himself, and I had never seen or met him before.

The entire enforcement department sat on folding chairs in the briefing room while he presented.

“Starting Monday, we are doing an enforcement blitz. The ones we charge end up with fines and jail time, and the ones who get away will have a reminder that what they are doing could ruin their lives if they get caught. We’ll be scrambling surveillance to every gate, which means some of you will be alone at your posts for long hours. 

“Overtime is mandatory for this initiative. I’m not happy about that either, so let’s bag as many crashers as we can so we don’t have to do this again. Your direct manager will explain the rest of the process to you.”

When we were dismissed, Grensmith made his way to the intern cubicle a few minutes later.

“We don’t have the people to put two on a gate and still function as an organization. Leminson is exempt from solo day shifts. Everyone, including Leminson, will get pulled into at least two overnight shifts because regulations say we have to have two people on surveillance after dark. There’s a drone piloting module in your emails that will teach you the process. Get it done.”

He walked away without waiting for questions.

“Why do you get out of this?” Saito asked Leminson.

“Did you not hear the part where he said I still had to do overnights?”

“One shift is better than the chance for two back-to-back. So for real, why are you excluded from day shifts?”

“Career day presentations,” she answered begrudgingly.

Saito cocked his head. “Like at schools?”

“Yep.” 

“Oh, gross.”

Leminson laughed. “See? I’m not getting out of having a shit assignment. It’s just a different shit assignment.”

Grensmith reappeared. “I had a boss that used to say, ‘if you got time to lean, then you got time to clean.’ I don’t have a version of that for talking at your desks, but you best be working on something.”

I booted up the new training module on flying CDM surveillance drones. Practicing thumb movements at my desk–required for training and evaluated via webcam–was weird enough, but the motion recognition was garbage. Somehow Saito figured out he could ace every webcam assessment in the module with a karate chop. 

That didn’t make any sense, but I kept trying to do the course the right way. Eventually, I did the movements once to give the camera a chance to read my attempt, and then I karate-chopped my way to the next if it erred.

We must have looked ridiculous to everyone else in the office.

***

I had started to put my desk in order for the end of the day when Nathan texted me.

“sooooo your sister’s here bro. idk what to do but i let her in.”

I told him thank you and that I’d be right home. Then I put both hands on my desk and let my head fall.

“You okay?” Megan said, putting her bag over her shoulder.

“My roommate just texted me to say my sister showed up.”

“Bad blood?”

“No, but I haven’t seen her in, like, 6 years or something. I went no-contact when I turned 18, and it wasn’t like I could take a little sister with me.”

“Sorry to hear that. Friend of mine went through something similar. Her family lived in one of those church communities, and leaving the fold was an epic act of betrayal for them.”

“Yeah…”

Megan put a hand on my shoulder. “Oh, I’m so sorry. Is that what’s going on here? Don’t listen to me. I’m an asshole.”

“You’re fine, and you’re right. My parents’ church decided that the dungeon gates were the rapture, and they were chosen to stay behind to reclaim Earth from the demons attacking our world. When they succeed, Earth becomes part of heaven.”

“Yikes.”

“Hey, sorry for dumping that on you,” I said as I slipped out of the cube to escape. “You have a good weekend.”

***

“Dorion!” my sister shouted when she saw me come in the apartment door. Beth jumped over the back of the couch and ran to give me a hug.

She was so much different from what I remembered, but then again, that was six years ago when she was twelve. For some reason, I pictured the little sister I knew back then to be the one waiting for me. 

When we were younger, she looked enough like me that people immediately knew we were siblings. Lucky for her that she didn’t grow up to look like I did. If this situation was what I thought it was, I would have front-row seats for her entering the world of secular dating, which I believed to be quite unlucky.

She wore high-waisted jean shorts and a crop top. Her long brown hair was in a braid.

“Go shopping before you came here?” I asked.

“Isn’t it cute?!” she twirled. “Mom and dad would have killed me if I came home dressed like this.”

I wasn’t stoked about it either, to be honest, but now was not the time. “Is everything okay?”

Her face fell. “I left. They told me I wasn’t allowed, so I just went. I don’t have a phone, or I would have called you.”

“Did they know you were leaving anyway?”

She sheepishly shook her head.

I winced. “I have to call them and tell them you’re safe.”

“No, you don’t.”

“Yes, I do. They’ll have half the church out searching for you.”

“Then they’ll come here and take me back.”

I shook my head. “They won’t. Mom refuses to drive in the city, and dad won't go anywhere she won't. They’ve never come looking for me here, not once since I moved out.”

“Fine.”

I pulled out my phone and scrolled through my contacts. Just before I hit call, I changed my mind and sent a text instead.

I wrote, “Beth is here. She’s safe. If she wants to talk to you, she’ll do it directly.”

“Are you mad at me?” Beth asked when I looked up.

“No, I’m not mad. Are you hungry?”

“I’m not that big of a jerk,” Nathan yelled from the couch. “I gave the girl some food. A glass of water too, if you can believe it.”

Beth laughed softly. “I’m fine.”

“Come on. You’ll take my room.”

“I can sleep on the couch. I don’t mind.”

“I’m really worn out. Take the damn room, and we’ll figure out a long-term plan then, okay?”

Beth nodded.

“I’m even going to get you clean sheets,” I added.

“How long have those sheets been on?” she asked.

“I don’t want to talk about that.”

She wrinkled her face.

I stripped off the linens and tossed them in the laundry basket. Beth helped me remake the bed.

“I feel gross from sitting all day,” I said when we were done. “I’m going to have a quick shower, and then we can talk. Is that alright?”

“Yeah, that’s fine.”

***

As I got out of the shower, I checked my phone. My mom had texted me back:

“k.”

Oh, how I missed these conversations.

Nathan and Beth sat on the couch browsing television options. In the church, our choices for things like shows and movies were limited. Nearly everything was a devil-worshipping exercise in disguise, so we saw a little bit of public television and not much else.

Suffice it to say, Beth was enraptured by secular programming.

“There’s so much!” she said when I sat down to join them. “Nathan says I should ease into dungeon shows.”

“They’re all crazy violent. I agree that’d be a rough place to start. If you want to watch something with crawlers, American Dungeon Champion is all crawlers but with obstacle courses and mock scenarios. It might be more fun to start with a comedy series, though.”

“You pick.” She handed me the remote.

“This show is set in a hospital. The writing is really good, and it’s serious sometimes.” I hit play.

And that’s how the next two and a half hours passed. The three of us sat in the living room watching reruns. Seeing Beth laugh was nice. I didn’t realize how much I missed having that in my life. The joy she gave off was contagious. Somehow, jokes were funnier if she laughed at them. She had always been like that.

“I should get to bed,” Nathan said as he stood. “I picked up a side job and have to be up early. Beth, it was nice meeting you. Welcome to Pittsburgh.”

“Thank you!” she replied. To me, she asked, “Want to watch something different?”

“We should stop avoiding the conversation,” I suggested. “I don’t want to have it either, but we have to.”

Beth nodded.

“Did something happen, or did you leave because of the usual stuff?”

“The usual stuff.” 

The same was true for me when I was her age. There was no one singular cataclysmic moment where it all went wrong. The average daily routine within the church wore on me until I broke and had to get out of there.

“Do you have a plan?” I asked.

“Get a job and get my own place.”

“What kind of job?”

“I’ll find something,” she said.

Oh boy. She was as naive as I was when I left. “What about school? I got some decent financial aid because of my situation. Might be able to do the same for you.”

“I don’t know what I’d study, but I’m open to it being an option.”

“It’s okay not to know. I remember how rough the adjustment was. Honestly, life in the church is easier. There’s a lot that’s better about being outside of it, but you never had to worry about making rent and affording groceries, you know?”

“Yeah. That makes sense.”

“Good,” I continued. “Here’s my proposal: No big decision talk for the rest of the weekend unless you want to. I’ll show you around the city a bit. We’ll watch bad TV. It’ll be fun and relaxed. You’ll be on your own while I’m at work during the week, but in the evenings we’ll look at your options and make some plans.”

I sighed.

“Maybe I’ll be home in the evenings,” I corrected. “I forgot they just told us about a bunch of mandatory overtime. I don’t know my schedule yet, so there’s a chance this week ends up being a wash. That’s my fault. Not yours.”

“What kind of school has you working that late?” she asked.

“Being a teacher didn’t work out. I started an internship with the Center for Dungeon Management not too long ago. The hours can be rough, especially if I get called in overnight.”

Beth straightened her back in time with her eyebrows raising. “You’re working in dungeons?”

“Sometimes. It’s mostly paperwork.”

“If you stayed with the church, you could have done the same thing,” Beth mused.

“Huh?”

“The whole community is preparing to move. Canada announced a resettlement program. Basically, if you agree to clear any dungeon on your land that is B-ranked or below, they actually pay you to relocate and give you a big piece of property. The church has been buying gates to level up demon hunters in preparation. That’s what they call crawlers now.”

“Mom and dad going too?” I asked.

“Yep. Dad wishes he was younger and could be on the frontlines fighting in the name of righteousness, but he’s excited to do God’s work even if it isn’t in the dungeon. They leave in a little more than a year from now.”

“Wow.”

“Why did you change your mind about being a teacher?”

I answered honestly. “It’s expensive to live. If I stuck with being a teacher, I wouldn’t make enough to pay my bills. Not even close.”

“It’s that bad?”

“Yeah, and I don’t say that to discourage you. It was a lot harder for me than I expected, and that was a tough lesson. I’d like to see you skip that part, for your sake.”

“In all the shows they become waiters or bartenders,” Beth said. “I figured I’d do something like that.”

“Those jobs make more than teachers but still not enough. I’ve had a few friends go into the trades: carpenters' union, pipefitters, bricklayers. Those kinds of jobs. I put applications in for all of them and got waitlisted. The CDM was the only place that offered me an interview.”

“Is that where you plan to make a career?”

I shook my head. “No, my plan was to level and then join a guild or a team. That’s where the money is, but I learned recently that might not work out. I’m working on a new life plan myself because of that.”

“Have you been inside a dungeon gate?”

“A few. I’ve only done two actual crawls.”

“Was it scary?”

“A little. The runs I get to do are like training wheels on a bike. I could probably get hurt if I really tried, but stronger crawlers are with us, so it’s pretty safe.”

“Wow,” she said.

“I’m going to get some sleep. Want to get breakfast in the morning?”

“Yes, please.”

“Alright. You can watch the TV in my room if you want. The remote should be… somewhere. If you can’t find it, I’ll help you look.”

Beth bounded across the living room and gave me a big hug. “Thank you.”

“Don’t worry about it. Have a good night.”

A few minutes later, when Beth was in my room and I was tucked in on the couch, I checked my phone.

Nathan texted me:

“hey man. i don’t want it to be weird, so before you get super worried about it I want you to know I’m cool with her staying here. 10 days or 10 years. doesn’t matter to me as long as she respects leftover rules.”

Nathan was the first friend I made when I began the same journey as Beth. I bounced around shelters and hostels until I could start college, and he was my first roommate. From the beginning, Nathan was understanding and patient with me when I didn’t know something that was obvious to a normal person.

This might sound like a weird example, but I didn’t know who Anne Frank was. 

We learned about the war like every other kid in the country, sure, but we read an account of a persecuted Christian. Normal children read The Diary of Anne Frank. I was in a college class when I discovered this gap in my knowledge, and the professor spent five minutes of the lecture complaining about how low university standards had gotten if someone too dumb to remember the name Anne Frank ended up in his course.

Nathan, though, was nothing but supportive. I was lucky to have met him so soon after striking out on my own, and I felt even luckier reading his text just then. A surprise third roommate in a two-bedroom apartment would piss most people off, and rightfully so, but not Nathan.

The leftover rule, by the way, put a two-dinner timer on any leftovers in the fridge. Leftovers were off limits until the night after the second dinner passed, at which point they became fair game. We had too many instances of good food going to waste and really good food disappearing when you had dreamed about eating it all day.

We debated the time period extensively and found that two days was the right mix between the food still being edible and the original owner having enough time to eat it themselves if they were going to.

And thus, the leftover rule was born.

“Thanks, man,” I texted back. “You’re a good friend.”

“8===3~~~~”
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What if the world's strongest mage traded her legendary power for a rolling pin??
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[Archmage] Melina rewound time to save Alemahria, sacrificed her magic, leaving the Church and nobles behind.

Instead of fighting monster hordes, she will knead, bake and for the first time ever taste a slice of happiness.

But peace is elusive when old enemies lurk in the shadows, the Church still haunts her, and her best customer is a tart-obsessed wyrm.



 Start Reading











                

                We went down the street for breakfast. Beth had a giant stack of chocolate chip pancakes and drenched them in maple syrup. Then we walked along the river and took the incline up to a popular place for Pittsburgh sightseers because of the city-wide view. 

The incline, if you’re not familiar, is essentially a diagonal train car. All of the mills and factories were on the river, but most of the workers lived at the top of an incredibly steep hillside known as Mount Washington.

Back in the industrial era, there were multiple inclines that shuttled workers down to the river and then carried them back up when their shifts were over. A few people still used it to commute today, but now it was mostly a touristy thing to do.

Normally, we would have our pick of two different inclines to ride, but a dungeon gate at the bottom of the second meant that it was shut down until the gate was cleared.

Beth leaned against the railing of the overlook and took in the city. “It’s so big,” she said. “It’s not as scary as mom made it sound.”

“It’s not too bad.”

“Will I like it here?”

“I’m told no city is perfect, but this is the only one I’ve seen. It’s got its rough edges, but I’ve had fun.”

“I don’t want to be a burden. I know, I know. We’re not supposed to talk about that until Monday.”

“It’s okay,” I replied. “You’re not a burden. We’ll get to a point where you definitely need to be pitching in on rent and food, but don’t put that kind of pressure on yourself right now.”

“It’s all so overwhelming, and you did this by yourself?”

“A few nice people helped me along the way, but mostly, yeah, it was me figuring things out.”

“That must have been so hard for you,” she said.

“Sometimes.”

“Thank you for being here for me. I know we don’t really know each other after so much time, but I’m glad you’re still my big brother.”

“Come on,” I said. “Let’s head back. We can get some lunch near the apartment, and then we can get you a phone. I’ll feel better if you have one.”



As I sat on the couch listening to Nathan trying to explain hockey rules to Beth, I checked my bank balance from my phone. Today had been a splurge to make Beth feel welcome, but for the immediate future she would rely on me for everything. That was an extra person to feed and a bump in utilities to pay.

She barely had any clothes in the backpack she brought with her, so she would need help there. Then she would probably need to buy some required item for whatever job she ended up finding. After that, school supplies wouldn’t be cheap if she went that route.

Stress over finances was an ever-present worry for me, like a guitar string in my chest that never stopped vibrating. And that was before Beth showed up. Now it felt like the guitar string was tied around my heart and slowly tightening.

I was unsure how long I spaced out, but when I looked up, we weren’t watching hockey anymore. We were watching the very first episode of The Wilds: Alaska reality series. It had only been playing for a few minutes, it looked like.

“There’s a lot of blood in this show,” I warned Beth. “Are you sure you want to jump to trying this?”

“I’ll close my eyes.”

“The noises that come with the blood aren’t great either.”

“If I can’t handle it, I’ll tell you.”

I looked at Nathan. He shrugged.

I guess we were going to find out the hard way if she was ready for crawl content.

This first episode wasn’t too bad, at least. The crawlers all met in the city of Vancouver and spent most of the show hyping up the adventure they were about to begin.

Before the dungeon gates, Alaska was part of the United States. The wilderness in the far north of Northern America was unforgiving and sparsely populated even before monsters appeared, but once the gates opened, it didn’t take long for the spawn to grow out of control. All of the major cities were evacuated by boat. Some people stayed behind, of course. In theory, those people could still be in the wilds, living their lives.

Every once in a while, a satellite would spot a hermit living off the land, but those were rare. For all practical purposes, civilization had fallen anywhere north of Calgary, which was roughly a hundred miles farther north than Vancouver. From there, a border cut across what used to be Canadian territories all the way to the east coast. Anything above that line was untamed wilds.

The goal for the show was to travel from Vancouver, up the coast, diagonally across Alaska, ending at Point Hope, which was vaguely near what was supposedly a land bridge between Asia and North America in a distant past.

“These are all top crawlers,” Nathan explained to Beth. “No one is under level 20, and that’s really, really rare. Very few people can earn that much XP in their lifetime.”

“Do they do stuff like this often?”

“There are a few guides who have run the wilds before who accompany them, but none of these crawlers ever have. This will be their first time, and that’s part of the hook for the show.”

“Their gear looks so fancy,” Beth observed.

“Valcuree is the woman holding the longsword. That’s a ten-million-dollar weapon.”

“You’re kidding.”

“Nope. She’s a beast with it too. You won’t believe how good she fights when they finally get out there.”

Eventually, the show ran through a list of monsters The Wilds: Alaska participants were likely to encounter. Since the run began in the spring, any of the spawn incapable of surviving harsh winters had been killed off. A few months into summer, however, and they could run into any monster that appeared in a dungeon. They might, for example, come across the aftermath of a roach gate that surged, or they might walk into an A-ranked boss, like a cyclops or a basilisk.

The monsters they were almost certain to encounter were built for winters. That included dire bears, frost worms, minor and major yetis, water and earth elementals, a number of wolf-like creatures, and frost drakes.

Most of those could be party-level threats, but frost drakes were the most dangerous. A few crawlers disagreed, arguing that ending up in frost drake territory was good for the run because if a drake was around, it would eat many of the monsters that would otherwise be a threat.

Avoid one frost drake or fight a family of dire bears? Those crawlers believed avoiding a frost drake was safer, but that was only two or three of the crawlers on the show. Every other crawler thought that was absurd. A frost drake could never be good news.

“Is all of northern Canada like this?” Beth asked.

“Do you mean wilds or terrain?” Nathan replied.

“Both?”

“The environment varies quite a bit from what geography I remember, but it’s all tough as hell.”

Beth turned to me. “The church is moving into that? It’ll be that dangerous?”

Nathan cocked his head. 

He wasn’t present for that conversation, I realized. “Our old church is moving to Canada as part of a resettlement program.”

After a slight hesitation, Nathan turned his attention back to Beth. “Listen. I install air conditioners. I don’t know what I’m talking about.”

“It’s okay,” she said. “I’m sure the government up there wouldn’t let them go out unprepared.”

Nathan knew as well as I did that Beth was reassuring herself, so neither of us pressed the topic. The show pivoted to an analysis of all the equipment and gear the crawlers were bringing with them.

My phone rang.

“An E gate needs cullers by 12:30 a.m. Are you available?”

“Yes,” I answered.

“Thank you for your service. I will text you the address shortly.”

“I have to go,” I said, standing. 

“Are you running a gate?” Beth asked.

“I am. I’m not sure when I’ll be back.”

“Be careful.” Beth got up and hugged me.

“I will.”

Getting out of the Southside on a Saturday night took so long that I worried I’d miss the start of the run. That was a great way to get my name dropped to the bottom of the call list, and more than ever, I needed to make steady progress toward something worthwhile. Leveling up wouldn’t give me more money to help Beth anytime soon, but maybe in the future I could make enough to give her the freedom to truly pursue what she wanted, whatever that might be. 

In the meantime, I would work my way up through the CDM. In six months, when my training concluded, I would get a pay bump, and maybe I'd luck into an early promotion. All of that could happen while I leveled in my off time.

Or something. I was not prepared to be this kind of adult.

This E gate was in the middle of a buffalo farm. Yes, buffalo. I didn’t know people kept buffalo the way they kept cows and sheep. Who bought buffalo meat? Or milk? Could you milk a buffalo?

I mean, could a buffalo produce safe-for-human-consumption milk? All sorts of things made milk that you didn’t want to drink.

And this is what I mean about being unprepared to behave like an adult for my sake and for Beth’s. I nearly drove off the dirt road into a fencepost because I was trying to get a look at buffalo udders in the middle of the night. A serious person wouldn’t do that.

I was the last to arrive, which garnered a level of attention from the other five cullers I did not enjoy. 

The captain and the guard were the same ones I had from the Roach Run, but everyone else was new to me. The three other low-level cullers were from the IT department of all places. They were serious about their training, so maybe they were trying to do the same thing I was.

Wiggling between rows of barbed wire, we followed the captain through an open, empty field. Not that his navigation skills mattered much in this case. Someone had laid down a series of little flags to guide us from the road to the gate.

“This is an upper E goblin gate,” the captain said when we stopped in front of a freestanding cave mouth. A fence fashioned from bones blocked entry.

He continued, “This is a run where you get dead for doing something stupid. Take this seriously, though, and we’ll be fine.”

This sounded like my most difficult crawl yet, and I had stat points and an unlock sitting unclaimed in my system. As everyone made their final gear checks, I decided to go dex archer for my build. That big dream of somehow coming into enough money to multiclass would definitely be impossible if Beth was counting on me. I could put that out of my mind completely now.

Following the advice of a respectable build guide, I put 1 stat point into constitution and 2 into dexterity. Then I selected this unlock:

Improved Reload

Class: Archer

Type: Trait

Cooldown: None

Duration: Permanent

Gain a +5% bonus to the speed with which you nock an arrow. All other weapons gain a +2.5% bonus to the speed of their draw.

I reviewed my character sheet:

Dorion Carmino

Class: Archer

Level: 2

XP Progress: 7/200

Str: 4

Dex: 7

Con: 5

Int: 3

Cha: 3

Abilities: (none)

Traits: 


	Ranged Accuracy




	Improved Reload



Spells: (none)

For those stat points to have any meaning for you, some context is required. 3 to 5 of any stat was considered average. Most people grew into stats in that range by adulthood. 

At 6 to 8, a person appeared trained or exceptionally competent. 

The 9 to 12 range still felt reasonably human, but it was obvious the person was far above average. 

In sports terms, someone with a stat in the 9 to 12 range was a top professional athlete. They played in the most advanced national and international leagues and were few in number relative to the broader population.

Stats in the range of 13 to 25 started to resemble comic book heroes. Someone with a strength of 18 could lift a motorcycle over their head, while someone with 25 strength could lift a car, for example.

Anything over that? That person was in demigod territory. The rare few that got beyond 35 were walking nation-states. The decision to cross one of those crawlers was akin to deciding to attack a country in terms of the potential violence you could receive in response.

So my 7 dexterity didn’t make me superhuman by any stretch, but I would be more mobile and more accurate than most people. I was content with that for the time being.

As for my build and its long-term viability, dex archer might not be as dynamic as a spellbow, but a few high-level crawlers ran with a pure dex archer build. I could make it work too.

It had to work.



Running E-ranked gates was exciting for me every time, but the actual content of most E-ranked crawls didn’t have the variety or nail-biting battles necessary to make for interesting dungeon stories. The captain said this goblin gate was upper E, which meant a few additional goblin encounters and more goblins per encounter than my first goblin gate. 

Other than the extra mobs and my new level, that crawl was no different from my very first E-ranked run. I could, however, feel the change in my dexterity and the effects of Improved Reload. My movements didn’t necessarily feel faster, but they felt smoother, more efficient, and more precise. 

Toward the end of the run, I reached back for an arrow, but my quiver was empty. We fought more goblins this run than before, sure, but I most certainly fired far more arrows per encounter. That had to be the case if I was out of arrows.

Though it happened for a positive reason–I improved–running out of arrows during a run felt like stripping naked in the dungeon. I had a backup sword, sure, but I was like a mage with no mana. I could hit stuff, but that wasn’t the role I was supposed to play.

I hoped the CDM quartermasters wouldn’t be bothered by a request for more arrows because now that I was going dex archer, I was going to use a lot of ammunition.
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Chapter 9: Surveillance Duty
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Ah, Aythryn City—it’s truly a mess of neon and trash all supporting the psychopaths that live here. Desire is the name of the game in such a bright place, as anyone on the streets can verify. Whether it be the gangs roaming the streets, the corpo rats in their tall towers, or the people just trying to get by; everyone wants something.

Then enter me: a poor thief turned investigator just to make enough for end’s meet. Or at least, that’s how it was supposed to go down. Now though? Now I’m caught in several shit storms between stealing from one of the Big 7 to a weird interface telling me what to do. Knowing this place? Something else is bound to go wrong any minute.

My back's to the wall. The only way forward is up.

LitRPG - Cyberpunk - Mystery

Read Me?








                

                I had been home for an hour when my phone rang again.

“Sorry to do this to you on a Sunday,” McDouglas said. “We got bumped up a day for gate crasher surveillance. Need you in here at noon today.”

“Today?”

“Yep. Bring a book and a power bank. Can’t have your phone going dead in the middle of a shift. See you soon.”

Not more than thirty seconds ago I was crossing the apartment, thrilled by the wonderful sleep I was about to enjoy. I still had enough time for two hours, but this wrecked my plans I had with Beth that day. I had to take care of that first.

I walked out to the living room to speak with her.

“I heard the call, and it’s okay,” she said the moment I rounded the corner. “I understand.”

“I’m still sorry.”

“I know, and it’s fine.”

“Nathan will be out most of the day. These one-day weekend jobs always turn into three days and a few evenings, so he probably won’t be home for a while.”

“I won’t chew on the furniture.”

I laughed. “I feel bad leaving you alone when you just got here, that’s all. There’s money on my desk. If you want to go explore, take that and get yourself lunch. If you feel like staying in, that’s fine too. If you do go out, don’t sign or agree to anything.”

“Huh?”

“I was a target for all sorts of scams and sales pitches because I didn’t know any better. They all tried to make me feel like the smart one for going for it, and I fell for a few of them. So don’t sign anything, and don’t agree to anything.”

Beth nodded.

“I’m on surveillance. Text me if you get bored. I definitely will be.”

She gave me a hug. “Be careful.”

“I will.”



My gate assignment was D-ranked and in Coraopolis, a town to the west of the city. The gate appeared in a tiny backyard next to a doghouse made from scrap particle board. The grade was steep, and the dog–who was thankfully relocated–had worn dirt ruts in the small radius his chain allowed. A steady drizzle turned all that into mud. 

I was given two addresses: one for the gate and one for where they wanted me to park during my stakeout. The drone training they made us take allowed us to be well-removed from the gate itself while we surveilled, so I sat in an alley watching a tablet. A bank of batteries sat on the passenger-side floor so I could quickly redeploy the drone when the power ran out.

If I spotted gate crashers, my job was to call it in and then use the drone to capture license plate numbers.

Beth texted me for my entire shift, and I was grateful. I knew that working for the CDM would have dull moments, but sitting in a car for eight hours was a level of boredom I had not anticipated. Her sending me pictures of her walk down Carson Street in real time passed the time, and it made me feel a little less guilty about abandoning her for the day.

She had also never owned a phone with a camera before. Like every other person with a smartphone, she loved taking pictures. Her technique was terrible, which was sweet in its own way. Half the photos were blurry and had at least one fingertip in the frame.

The nonstop slideshow wasn’t serious, nor was our conversation. The majority of it was questions about the city. What was this weird store with voodoo dolls in the window? Was the sign for the tiki-themed bar serious? Did my landlord have a cat or dog policy (no reason, just curious)?

Other than a ten-minute stretch where the wind and rain knocked the drone around, nothing happened on the stakeout.

At 7:30 p.m., Grensmith and McDouglas pulled up next to me. They told me to head down the street to a diner for a thirty-minute break. When I returned for my overnight shift, McDouglas would be my partner.



McDouglas kicked me out of the driver’s seat and started working his way through a bag of sunflower seeds the moment he confirmed the drone was up. His polo shirt was seafoam green today.

“Glamorous work, huh?” he said, spitting a shell into an empty styrofoam cup. 

“Do we do a lot of stakeouts?”

McDouglas wobbled his head back and forth. “Couple times a year. This is the first time it’s been for gate crashers, though. Last one was crawlers running gates under other people’s licenses, but that was only a few targeted groups. Before that, crawlers were underreporting what they harvested from gates–a tax thing.”

“I see. How long have you been with the CDM?”

“Thirteen years this October.”

“Wow.”

He shrugged. “Getting through your training okay?”

“I’ve only gotten to do three crawls.”

“No, I meant your CDM training.”

“Oh,” I replied. “Seems fine so far. It’s not as dynamic as I thought it would be. Fewer interactions with crawlers than I expected too.”

“Investigators do a bit more crawler interfacing, but yeah, I was surprised by those things too. The job is more spreadsheets than anything else.”

I chuckled. “Yeah. We do a lot of data entry.”

“I saw you took a few culls. Are you doing that to be well-rounded, or are you one of those who wants to go independent?”

“I’m one of those who thought I could break into a guild or a team.”

McDouglas winced. “Ouch. You’re not the first and won’t be the last. If it makes you feel any better, I was one of those too.”

“Can I ask why you stayed at the CDM instead of going independent?”

“Health insurance, 401k. You know, the sexy stuff. I wasn’t worried about any of that at first, and then I had a kid. That girl is the light of my life, but she is a random problem generator. If I didn’t have the stability of this job, I’d pop from the stress.”

“Oh.”

“You have kids?”

I laughed and shook my head. “No, I don’t. My little sister just moved in, though. So maybe I kind of do.”

“It’s cool to hear about siblings close enough to do that. I’ve got an older sister. One of us would kill the other before the end of the first week if we lived together.”

“That’s not quite our situation. We haven’t seen each other since I moved out. Dumb family stuff.”

McDouglas paused to answer a text on his phone before replying. “Yeah. Every family is at least a little messed up. Could be worse. You could be from one of those dungeon doom cults.”

“Yeah…”

“Oh, I’m a dick,” he said, embarrassed.

“Don’t worry about it. The documentaries don’t do it justice. As soon as I could get out, I did. My sister did the same thing.”

“Good of you to take her in like that.”

I didn’t know how to respond to that, so I didn’t. Thus began a long silence as we sat in the dark watching the drone feed. McDouglas didn’t seem to mind the quiet. Neither did I, to be honest. I was worried we might have to make small talk until 4 a.m. and was happy not to.

We slept in shifts for most of the night, and Beth did her best to keep me company, but she tapped out around 1 a.m.

Other than me getting to catch the start of a LootLootLouis stream, which I usually missed because of the time difference, the most interesting thing to happen that night was a homeless guy looking in the window at one point. I was asleep at the time and woke up to McDouglas squeaking in surprise.

That was it. I had been on watch from 1 p.m. to 4 a.m. the next day–nothing, nothing, and more nothing.

With two hours of sleep, I started my Monday morning at the CDM and braced for another round of surveillance.

That Monday night, I watched a gate in McKee’s Rocks with Enforcer Chapman, a severe woman with black hair that she always had in a drum-tight ponytail. I had seen her in the office several times but had never actually gone on an assignment with her. Her reputation of being a “stickler” was an undersell. She quizzed me on inspection policy the first hour and then had me retake the modules for every question I got wrong.

Which was several.



I had Tuesday night off and then back-to-back day shifts and night shifts until Friday. My greatest desire for that evening off was to sleep the night away, but I had barely seen Beth, so I cooked dinner for her and Nathan.

“When did you learn to cook?” Beth asked as we sat down to watch TV as we ate.

“Don’t make fun of me.”

“I’m not! I’m impressed.”

Laughing, I said, “We don’t need to go that far. I boiled pasta and heated up some sauce.”

“Don’t tap on the glass,” Nathan interjected. “If you spook him, he’ll stop cooking.”

Beth glanced about nervously. “I have news. I got a job.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. It’s just hostessing. Nothing big.”

“Where at?” I asked.

“Deerskull Saloon. I start next week, and they said I could learn to bartend when we’re slow.”

Nathan leaned around me to have a clear view of Beth. “Don’t take any shit. The bar scene can get pretty sloppy down here. Don’t give the creeps the attention they want.”

Beth paled.

“Nathan’s not wrong,” I said. “It’s also not all bad. Nathan bartended when we were in college, and he had good nights.”

“That’s also true,” Nathan echoed. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.

Beth waved. “No, please. Don’t feel bad. I’d rather know ahead of time, and I’m not that sheltered.”

Nathan nodded. “Right.”

“What?”

“It’s nothing,” Nathan said. “Just reminded me of when I met Dor.”

“No, tell me.”

I sighed and sank into the couch, resigned.

Nathan grinned. “First girl Dorion tried to ask out, he wrote her this long poetic letter and slipped it under her door.”

“What’s wrong with that?” Beth asked.

Standing to get seconds, Nathan sighed. “I don’t know why I shared that example like you’d think any different. You two came out of the same machine.”

“It comes off as creepy,” I explained.

“Really?” Beth asked.

Nathan laughed from the kitchen.

I nodded. “Yeah. It does. I misestimated a lot of things. In all seriousness, it’s great that you found work. Thank you for doing that.”

“I don’t want to be a leech.”

“Stop it,” Nathan said when he came back into the room, a full plate in his hand. “Dor still does the whole endless guilt thing. You’re welcome here forever, but that’s one of the conditions. You gotta work on not beating yourself up.”

Beth wrinkled her face. “Endless guilt?”

“He feels bad about everything. Needs to step away for thirty seconds to use the bathroom? He apologizes. Ate the last of his pizza while I was gone? He apologizes. Dared to turn the radio up in his car for a song he likes? He apologizes. Eats a slice of cheese out of the package without making a sandwich? He apologizes.”

“Oh. Mom does hate the cheese thing. There were a lot of wrongs in our house.”

I chuckled and changed the topic. “My schedule is going to be rough for the rest of the week. I’ll leave you some money for dinner.”

“Crawling?”

I shook my head. “Nah. Just watching cameras.”

“Can I do anything around here to help?” Beth asked.

“Relax. Take a look at a few schools maybe. We’re good otherwise.”

We settled in to watch a movie Nathan insisted Beth see, an artsy mishmash of multiple overlapping characters, from boxers to stickup men. I agreed it was a good movie, but I was skeptical that it was the best introduction to secular cinema. We argued about it for a while and had to explain to Beth that we weren’t really fighting. We enjoyed disagreeing about dumb stuff.

I can’t tell you if she liked the film or not. I fell asleep ten minutes in.
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Keeper of Totality [Time-Travel LitRPG]





The death of the Hero reset the timeline.

That wasn't what Lucy had intended when she made that last soul attack while dying. But she returned to Earth and tried to do the obvious thing: use her knowledge of the future to dominate the System's five realms.

Except A: She messed up and got this 'Shard of Totality' thing stuck in her eye.

B: Her Status is broken.

And C: The Hero remembers everything, and has his own agenda involving her other identity, Adrianna RIftmire.

She could be doomed. But as a master of soul magic and former Archmage, she's not defenceless.

And this might just be her best chance to permanently defeat the Hero of Light, whose powers distort destiny to ensure his success… is unpreventable.
















                

                McDouglas, wearing a powder blue polo, set his phone on the dash. We had been staked out for three or four hours, so far away from the city that we were nearly in Ohio. The majority of CDM people, from enforcers to investigators, had tagged at least one gate crasher. After five shifts, the most interesting thing I saw was a prostitute. McDouglas shooed her away.

Other than that? Nothing but dead air. But this was technically Friday morning now. This blitz nonsense was almost over.

This D-ranked gate was in the woods not far from one of those blink-and-you’ll-miss-it towns, the kind with empty storefronts and no stoplights. I thought the town was abandoned, but McDouglas insisted there were a handful of people still living there. Sure enough, we saw a house turn a light on when it got dark. 

That was the only sign of permanent residents I saw the whole time we were there. One house light.

As for the gate itself, it looked like an old sliding barn door. It was nothing but shades of green in the drone’s night vision, but when I saw it in the daylight, it was weathered gray with claw marks in the wood.

Both of us passed much of the time on our phones, which was equally as dull as the stakeout. Only one interesting story caught my eye: “Georgia Island Goblin Extermination Planned.”

First of all, I didn’t know that Georgia had islands. In my mind, I pictured Georgia as entirely landlocked, which I now realized was a wholly imaginary version of the United States because the state was part of the Atlantic coastline. I nearly mentioned this little moment of learning to McDouglas, but I decided admitting such things didn’t portray me in the best–smartest–light.

At any rate, one of Georgia’s islands was privately owned and had a sprawling Spanish-style mansion with pink stucco walls, clay rooftiles, and a brick patio flanked by arches and columns. Ossabaw Island also had a number of other structures and amenities in its prime, but when the dungeon gates opened, the family abandoned it in favor of safer accommodations in the city of Savannah.

Other than watching satellite footage for gate appearances, the island had been mostly forgotten by locals until two recreational fishermen discovered that it had been overrun by goblins. The nest was believed to be large enough to have a goblin king, which in dungeon terms would qualify the island as a B-ranked or A-ranked gate, depending on the number and variety of minions.

Social media seemed to believe a team of mages would flatten the whole island from the safety of a boat instead of attempting to go ashore.

“I got the sense that money was a bit tight with how much you have to take care of,” McDouglas began, breaking a long silence in the car. “Buddy of mine has an opening for some weekend work. If I’m poking my nose in your private life, though, you can tell me.”

“I could use the work, yeah. What is it?”

“Have you heard of the Reboot Rebuild program?”

“Umm…”

“It doesn’t matter that you haven’t,” McDouglas said. “They’re demolishing all those old, empty towns we got all over the state. Cleaning them up looks better, is good for the environment, they say, and makes building new stuff a little easier if or when that happens.”

“Okay. That makes sense.”

“They have to sweep every structure to confirm it’s empty, and they prefer crawlers because there is a chance there’s a monster or two bedding down in there instead of people. It’s not glamorous, and it’s a lot of walking, but it pays.”

My eyes went wide. “That sounds great! Thank you for doing that.”

McDouglas picked up his phone and poked around for a few seconds. “I sent his info to your email. If you want to work this weekend, he’s got a call-off.”

“I do,” I said, grabbing my phone. Jumping on this right now might guarantee me the spot.

Then it was back to staring at the tablet, watching the gate from the perspective of the drone we had floating over the site.

A couple of hours later, McDouglas was asleep while I was on watch. When I saw movement on the tablet screen, I thought I imagined it at first. I looked again and squinted my eyes. Six figures approached the gate.

“I think we got something,” I said.

McDouglas rubbed his eyes and reached for the drone controller. He lowered the drone to try and get a better look. All six crashers wore some variety of camo, but the two shortest had ratty ringmail over theirs.

“Are those two kids?” I asked.

“Teenagers looks like,” McDouglas replied. “You’ll see that sometimes. A few extra stat points can be a big deal for blue-collar types. Makes their lives easier.”

“So they’re helping their kids level?”

“Yep.”

The crashers huddled up around the gate and appeared to be speaking to one another. A minute later, they slid the barn door open and entered the dungeon.

McDouglas passed me the drone controller. “Stay here. See if you can find their cars with the drone and get footage of the license plates. I’ll get the trail cam set up. Radio me if you need something.”

I needed a few minutes of circling the gate’s location to find a car and a pickup truck parked in a nearby field. I did as McDouglas asked and took footage of the license plates. When that was done, I flew the drone back to the gate.

From overhead, I caught glimpses of McDouglas mounting the trail cam to a tree. I suddenly got very nervous. What if the crashers came back out just then? Maybe a group with kids wouldn’t attack a CDM enforcer, but then again, maybe protecting their children from prosecution would make them more likely to attack. 

I didn’t know McDouglas’ level or class, but four on one was bad odds. A few system-juiced kids could be just as dangerous as adults, so it might even be six versus one.

But nothing happened. Because of the tree cover, I wasn’t sure if McDouglas had finished or not, but I didn’t see him anymore.

Then he was back in the car. 

“I bet they come back out in…” He looked at the time on his phone. “Seventeen minutes.”

Next, he scrubbed backward through the drone footage on the tablet to check the quality of my license plate footage. 

“Good work,” he said. “Some basic competency is nice to see.”

“Seventeen minutes? You’re that sure on the timing?”

“Most of the crashing Discords recommend thirty-minute runs. Fight as deep as you can for twenty-five minutes. Run out the last five. A few will say push it to forty-five, but that’s a lot more time to get caught.” 

Discord was a text and voice chat platform. As Discord grew more popular, internet communities that used to run on message boards and forums became as empty as the town at my back. They all moved to Discord.

“Gate crashers have a Discord?” I asked.

“There’s a bunch of them.”

“That seems brazen.”

McDouglas shrugged. “You can find a group for anything. None of the incriminating or actually illegal stuff happens in public channels. Advocating for gate crashing isn’t a crime, unfortunately.”

“Too bad you can’t trace back who’s leaking gate locations in the first place.” 

Only licensed crawlers could access the platform to bid on gates, so for gate crashers to regularly know where new gates had appeared, people with licenses had to be sharing that information. Cracking down on leaks like that wasn’t really possible, however. Too many crawlers had licenses for the CDM to ever hope for total compliance.

“Are you, like, doing an undercover Discord investigation?” I asked.

“Ha! No. Nothing like that. I read the general threads, and that’s it. The longstanding crashing communities have a personal verification requirement. They don’t let you into any of the private channels until an existing member has vouched for you and one of the mods has met you in person.”

“Wow.”

“It’s not like you can blame them,” McDouglas continued. “I get why people crash gates. I wish I could get people in my family a few levels, you know?”

“Yeah.”

“Bam!” he shouted and pumped his arm. “They were in the gate for thirty-two minutes. Pretty damn close to exact.”

I leaned in to squint at the tablet. “That kid looks hurt.”

“Lower the drone a bit.”

I did. An adult man with a sword on his back carried one of the teen crawlers in his arms. Nobody looked like they were dying, but the kid’s forearm was bent in the middle, he bled from a few cuts, and he bawled.

“Do we go help?” I asked.

“Nope. We are not to engage crashers, period. We call it in and let the investigators take it from there.” McDouglas was already scrolling through his contacts. “Yes, hello. This is Enforcer McDouglas. I’m on surveillance and have a child endangerment situation to report. Yep. I’ve got the license plates right here. Ready? Okay, the first plate is…”



I went door-to-door at an abandoned motel on the Monongahela river. Any room that wasn’t already open, I had instructions to break in with my crowbar. 

I wore goggles, gloves, and a heavy fabric jumpsuit, all meant to put a barrier between me and the many sharp edges or loose debris to be found in decrepit buildings. A breathing mask completed the ensemble, and I was advised that taking it off, even for a break, was very stupid. The mold and loose asbestos in these places could do all kinds of nasty things to my lungs and body if I inhaled them.

When we finished our sweep of the first level, we looked for stairs to the second. Before we went up, Sean inspected the staircase. He was my assigned partner for the day. A bulky man a few years older than me, he was a legitimate civil engineer. While I was not much more than an extra set of hands, Sean stayed on the lookout for potential dangers to us or to the demolition crew that would come through later.

He gently pushed on the railing. The whole staircase wobbled.

“Nope,” Sean declared. “We’re not going up that.” 

We walked back to Sean’s SUV. He pulled out a bullhorn.

“This is the Department of Health and Safety. This structure is scheduled for demolition. I am not the police, and you are not in trouble, but you need to leave this area immediately. Again, this is…”

Sean repeated himself three times in total. 

He put the bullhorn away and logged that the second floor was inaccessible. Then we moved onto the next building.

This particular coal mining town was on the edge of the river at the bottom of a near-vertical cliffside. The town had enough space for a road down the middle and houses on either side, but there wasn’t space for yards. To my left, every structure was built right up to the edge of the river. On my right, they built right up to the rock face.

Where in the city you would expect at least a few alleys wide enough to walk down, every building in this town was connected to the one next to it, creating an unbroken worm of old brick that remained roughly parallel to the bends in the road, never wasting an inch of build space.

One by one, we entered each house. Sean would yell to announce us, and then we searched every room for people, which included the attic and the basement, if the house had them.

The largest house on the street was three stories and had enough space inside to be carved up into seven apartments. Three on the first two floors, and then one on the third floor, which we wouldn’t be searching. The door to that apartment had no landing or stairs to speak of. Whatever used to lead up there was long gone.

We started with the leftmost door. Sean stood back while I pried my way through the doorframe. When the door finally popped, Sean kicked it the rest of the way open.

As he stepped into the doorway, he started his script for announcing our presence but stopped.

He sniffed.

“Shit, there’s-”

A goblin burst out, knocking Sean over. The goblin wasn’t even half his size, but it had hurled itself like a rocket and taken him by surprise. The goblin stabbed downward, wielding a shard of glass like a knife.

Sean blocked with his forearm to protect his chest, and the glass cut right through his work sleeves and embedded in his arm.

Cursing, Sean tossed the goblin aside.

As I moved in to help, another came through the door. I brained it with my crowbar. Sean grabbed me as he ran back to the road. 

I caught a glimpse of the goblin that had the shard of glass. Sean had stomped its head into the porch floor when I wasn’t looking.

“Move, move, move,” Sean yelled.

I already was. I ran and jumped potholes as quickly as I could.

When we neared the car, Sean yelled, “In! In! Lock your door!”

We threw ourselves inside, him in the driver’s seat, me in the passenger’s. As he slammed his key into the ignition, I looked through the windshield.

A dozen goblins chased after us. Farther down the road from the direction we had just come, more came out of the house. Some ran down the stairs. Some leapt over the porch railing. They all had savage murder in their eyes.

Rocks and bricks bounced off the hood. One lodged in the windshield, and I heard the roof over my head bend and dent.

Sean put the SUV in drive and plowed through the goblins, all the cracks in the windshield making it nearly impossible to see. 

Their green bodies went in every direction. Some rolled over the top, and some ended up under our tires. We bounced violently, and I couldn’t tell what bounce was from a pothole and what bounce was from a goblin corpse.

“Call it in!” he commanded.

“I don’t know how!” It was my first day, after all.

“Shit, shit, shit.”

Then the volume of the chaos abruptly lowered. We had gotten through the horde and now sped dangerously fast down a winding road littered with holes, standing water, and loose gravel.

A minute later. He slammed on the brakes.

“Watch behind us,” Sean said.

He grabbed his phone.

“Yes,” He began, holding the phone to his ear. “We made contact with a goblin nest. The car is a mess, and I imagine our tires are shot too. Okay, thank you.”

Sean put the phone down.

“See anything?” he asked.

“Nothing yet.”

“Fucking bastards,” Sean cursed. He dug in the console for the first aid kit. “Can you put this on? Might be easier with two hands.”

There was enough blood for me to know the wound was deep, but there wasn’t enough for me to think Sean’s life was in danger. I packed gauze on top of the cut and wrapped it tightly to maintain pressure.

“Thanks,” he said. He tapped the screen on the car dashboard. “We’ve got a rendezvous point for backup. Check our six once more and help me kick this thing out.”

No goblins had appeared to pursue us. Mimicking Sean, I curled my knees to my chest and used both feet to kick the windshield out. We could see properly again. When Sean put the SUV back into drive, I could feel what he meant about the tires being wrecked. We were absolutely destroying the rims, but we didn’t have a choice but to drive on them.

“Haven’t seen a goblin nest in ages,” Sean said when his adrenaline finally came down. “Makes a guy happy he got to level 3.”

“So that wasn’t normal?”

Sean laughed. “No, it wasn’t, but it might be now.”

“What do you mean?”

“Those little bastards reproduce like rabbits. This area has been quiet for a while, but if there's one nest, it usually means there are a few. Could be years until they're contained again. If you smell a bunch of fresh feces, say so and get your guard up.”

“You ever try to kill a few for XP?” I asked.

Sean laughed. He winced and groaned when an exceptionally deep rut bounced his wounded arm.

“Everyone thinks that's a good idea until they try it,” he said. “Twenty-five goblins or so for 1 XP? Gets old fast.”

“It's something, though.”

“Like I said, you're not the first. Coming back here alone would be a dumb thing to do, by the way. Goblin nests are easy to underestimate, and they know it.”

I raised my hands. “I wasn't thinking about doing that.”

Which was mostly true. I didn't specifically want to come back to this exact place to hunt goblins, but I realized how willing I was to spend a Saturday or a Sunday killing Earth-side monsters.

Even if the XP was shit.

For now, though, I wasn't that desperate to level. The CDM culls may have been sporadic, but I was still moving forward. Any off-hours I had outside of work were best spent making money.
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Pruned Trees Re-Sprout!! ~ Ragazza Volpe Magica ~





"Challenging the status quo on your own is impossible, isn't it?" 



Maestro Shouri leads an aimless life. Choosing a Resonator is no simple task, and an unequal world leaves him loathing the status quo. Three chance encounters threaten to shake his heart to the core. 

Those who stand by his side are loyal and true--Taika, a lunar Resonator despised for her elemental affinity; Pacifica, a water Resonator seeking to find herself and her Maestro alike; and Rebecca, a fire Resonator who has only known the life of a trophy. 

The bond between Maestro and Resonator is not to be underestimated, and Shouri’s soul must unlock their potentials in tandem--before corruption can bring chaos to his world. Three Resonators will change Shouri’s life. Riterra will change with it--whether or not they want it to.





What to expect

-Kemonomimi story where the cat-girls aren't pretty trophies to collect (that's the villain's job) 

-Modern setting, similar to earth 

-Extensive worldbuilding 

-Elemental Magic and spell-casting system with LitRPG aspects (readers compare it to Soul Eater meets Pokemon). 

-Musically themed terminology 

-Involved battle system 

-Slow building, polyamorous romance 

-No smut, we're PG-13 

-Very cute fluffy slice of life elements to help break up the drama







Uploading every Tuesday at Midnight UTC and Friday at Noon UTC!















                

                Beth watched the total tick upward one item at a time. “I’ll pay you back. I promise.”

“Stop it,” I replied. “You need all of this for work. You’re not bumming money to go see a movie.”

To be a hostess, Beth needed two black polos, two black pants, a black belt, and a pair of black non-slip shoes. Having been in a position similar to hers, I knew this kind of purchase was inevitable. No matter what, she would need something to get started at a job, and this all felt pretty standard for a food service gig.

“Now that we have work stuff out of the way,” I continued, “let’s get you some more casual clothes so you can have a life outside of your job.”

Neither Beth nor I knew what styles were popular with eighteen-year-old women. Our church wasn’t Amish or anything as extreme, so Beth had a little bit of a fashion sense from what television she was allowed to watch. When my mom took her shopping, they bought simple, modest items. That gave Beth a chance to peek at other racks, making her slightly less clueless than I was.

When someone Beth’s age who worked there offered to help, I thanked her profusely. Based on what she recommended, I would have most definitely given her all the wrong advice. I got the little sister eye roll a few times when I shared how much I wished certain items had more fabric. 

I was never a particularly protective brother when we were younger. Yet for some reason I felt compelled to suddenly have modesty standards, which applied only to Beth, naturally. I did my best to keep those irrational standards to myself.

With a successful shopping trip behind us, we stopped for tea and talked a bit.

“This place has coffee!” Beth said as she brought our cups to the table. “I can’t believe how expensive it is.”

“A lot of coffee came out of South America before the gates. If that picks up again, the price could come down a bit.”

“How do you know all this random stuff?” she asked.

“I spend too much time on the internet,” I answered. “With that surveillance thing, that meant like twenty hours a day of scrolling.”

“But yesterday was for some place different?”

“Yeah. Inspecting old houses for the Department of Health. We ran into a nest of goblins, actually.”

Beth wrinkled her face. “They’re so gross, aren’t they?”

“Where have you seen a goblin?”

Beth laughed. “It’s Appalachia. Lots of places for goblins to hide. A few years after you left, it started to get bad enough that we did goblin patrols every morning and evening.”

“And you saw some?”

“Enough to get 2 XP,” she said proudly.

“You’re serious?”

“Yeah. Why would I lie about that?”

I shook my head. “I didn’t think you were lying. The guy I was with yesterday guessed it would take twenty-five goblins or so to earn 1 XP.”

“That sounds right.”

“Jesus, Beth. You’ve killed more goblins than I have.”

Shrugging, she replied, “If a coyote comes for your chickens, you have to do something about it, right?”

“Helps that you’re a fighter, I bet. What weapon did they have you using?”

“Most everyone had spears. I didn’t think it was that hard.”

Beth stared unblinking at the disbelief on my face. A grin finally broke through.

“I’m just kidding. It was always stressful, but a little bit less so once I got the hang of it. Should I become a crawler like you?”

“First of all, I’m an intern who has gone on a few crawls. I think a real crawler would stuff me in a garbage can if they heard me calling myself one. Second, I’m starting to worry it was a mistake. Job prospects aren’t great for a person on my path.”

“The hours?”

“Those suck, but no,” I answered. “For crawlers, the money is in guilds or crawl teams. Someone like me can get a management position. I won’t get hired to be a crawler. Several people in the business have told me it’s a zero percent chance. Literally zero.”

“You could become a YouTube crawler.”

I looked up to see Beth smiling. “Oh, you’re messing with me again.”

She laughed. “I figured you would hate that. You always ran from cameras when we were kids. Is ditching crawling and doing something else an option for you?”

“Yeah,” I said, “but I really don’t want to. I didn’t think I would like it much, but seeing my XP and my level go up? I sank a bunch of money into a degree, but it didn’t move any needle in my life. This is the first time my life has gotten measurably better for how hard I worked. It’s only a few stat points, but it’s something, and it feels so damn good, Beth.”

“You could crash gates. Couldn’t you?”

“You’re serious. I can’t believe what I’m hearing.”

“What? Why?”

“You were always petrified to break a rule. Doing something with potential jail time? It doesn’t make sense.”

Beth smiled. “The church helped there. You see, governments controlling gate access is Satan’s strategy for keeping the righteous from leveling. He knows the weaker they are, the longer he’ll rule Earth.”

In the church, there was always an explanation and a justification for everything, no matter how contradictory or impractical it might seem. Now that I was on the outside of it, the extremes of the mental gymnastics mostly just made me shake my head.

“So,” Beth continued, “if you really think about it, Jesus wants us to crash gates. That makes it the opposite of a sin.”

I laughed. “For me, the risks don’t justify the rewards.”

“Could go home and farm goblins.”

That made me laugh harder. “Surface grinding is so slow. The effort might be worth it at level 1 or 2, but after that? You would need years of surface goblins to advance.”

“I knew it was slow, but that sounds…”

“Here’s the math,” I offered. “The level-up requirement doubles each time, so by the time you get to level 9, you need 25,600 XP to advance to level 10. All of the XP to go from level 1 to 10 comes out to 102,300. If I’m running three gates of the appropriate difficulty each week, I would need a little over four years to get to level 10. One gate per week? That’s 12 years. The math for doing that on the surface was so bad I didn’t bother remembering it. Too painful.”

Beth frowned. “I’m sorry.”

“You didn’t make the system, and the person I interviewed with at the CDM made it sound like I’d get several gate opportunities a week, but I think that was just to get me to sign the contract. Hence why I feel stuck.”

“Shouldn’t sign or agree to anything, I’ve heard,” Beth said with a serious, motherly face.

“Very funny.”

“Was that too far? That felt like a permadeath scenario after I said it.”

Chuckling, I said, “No, you’re fine, but thank you. You can assume any advice I give you comes from one of my screw-ups.”

“Even if I don’t become a crawler, I’d like to see inside of a dungeon someday,” Beth mused.

“It doesn’t feel that special.”

“I still want to do it.”

“I get it,” I admitted. “I would feel the same way in your position, but so far, I don’t recommend you become a crawler. If you want that look inside a dungeon, don’t start a career to get it.”



The second week following the anti-crash blitz initiative, Leminson had her last day as an intern. 

The day after that, she moved to Harrisburg to work at the CDM office there as an enforcer. It was sad to see Leminson go, but she was optimistic she’d get more opportunities to crawl because of how small that particular office was.

Our new intern was a man in his late thirties. He had a goatee and a bit of a bald spot.

Introducing himself as “Glen,” he said nothing else and set to work on his orientation training. I found out later that he got this placement as part of a job retraining program, and that was something I only happened to overhear. Glen kept to himself. I learned barely anything else about him in the five months we would work together.

Not that we had many opportunities to talk. 

I spent most of my days shadowing enforcers for gate inspections and processing gate inspection reports, which was basically confirming that the data going into the inspection database was properly entered. The work was tedious, but it gave me a better sense of what infractions were most common.

Maybe this shouldn’t have been surprising, but it was to me: the most common citations for dungeon gate safety issues more or less matched what the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) saw in more typical workplaces: Falls and fall protections, trips, improper or missing PPE, a range of ladder placement and use issues, insufficient or improperly labeled hazards, etcetera. 

Grensmith told me once that fall protections were the biggest issue in workplaces by a huge amount–OSHA had over 5,000 such citations the previous year. Before I started these inspections, I had a hard time imagining fall protections being a consistent problem during gate harvests because so little of that work was vertical. It wasn’t like a harvester was running around on a rooftop or anything like that, after all.

But after a couple dozen gate inspections, I saw how wrong I was.

Harvesters were endlessly climbing up and down equipment like forklifts, cranes, and telehandlers. I saw them scramble over monster corpses and piles of raw ore. They might need a ladder to finish securing a load for transport or a bucket lift to raise power and telephone lines a few inches higher to allow a truck to pass beneath.

The inside of a gate was loosely controlled chaos. All of the dungeons I had run up until that point were single-story affairs. In every case, I could touch the ceiling with little effort, and even the largest boss monsters weren’t much taller than I was, if they were at all. Gates ranked C and above, however, were far more varied.

Valuable gems and ore might be thirty feet up a mountainous wall or on the other side of a flowing river or surrounded by magma. The terrain was typically uneven, so using a simple ladder safely could be tricky, but then harvesters had to contend with varying degrees of stability for the rock or dirt they dug through.

In the case of worthwhile monster harvests, sometimes only one piece was valuable, making it unnecessary to drag the entire body out of the dungeon for processing. A cursed aurochs, for example, resembled a typical terrestrial bull and weighed 6,000 lbs or more, but its horns were the only item worth harvesting. The meat and skin were rancid, even when the aurochs was alive and trying to gore you.

If you didn’t grow up in the boonies like me, you may not know that something like an angus bull is in the range of 2,000 lbs.

Chainsawing some horns does not sound precarious, but the cursed aurochs was top of mind for me because I was on site when someone impaled themselves on a horn. They were standing on the back of a dead aurochs to get a better cutting angle and slipped. There was a lot of blood and a lot of screaming.

The time constraints of gate harvesting made it more likely for someone to cut corners. One extra step up the ladder for this quick thing. Unhooking the safety harness for just a second to reach that snag at the bottom of the bucket. Don’t need the hassle of setting up a guardrail on that ledge to grab that one gem.

And that was just falls. 

If it was a hazard in a normal mine, slaughterhouse, tannery, or construction site, it was even more of a danger in a dungeon.

Gates were temporary cash cows, so everyone on site was in a perpetual rush to extract all of the profit before they had to be closed. The inconvenience of most gate locations further exacerbated that desire to hurry with complicated and unpredictable staging problems.

One of the B gates I audited was on a side street in upper Lawrenceville. The gate itself wasn’t in line with the flow of traffic the way a tunnel would be. Instead, it was rotated ninety degrees to face the side of the road. Three cars had to be towed just so the crawl team could get inside, and then the harvest team had to figure out how to work with ten feet of space between the gate entrance and the closest apartment building.

Grensmith was with me on that call. He told me he once saw a guild purchase three houses to clear enough work area for an A-ranked gate. That sounded absurd to me, but the value of the harvest justified it, apparently. 

I got called into two crawls for the first half of my second month as an intern. The first was another Roach Run, and the second was a vermin dungeon, which was a bunch of monster rats. Neither was pleasant, but they got me up to 183 XP. 17 more and I would be level 3.

All I needed was one more run to tip me over. Having no control over when that might happen, though, was agony. The rest of the month? Not a single cull. 

I entered the third month of my internship needing 17 XP to get to level 3. 

John Bruce finished his six-month internship and moved departments but stayed in Pittsburgh. His new role was helpline analyst. The CDM helpline was more like a call center, receiving all manner of calls and questions from the public. The majority were non-emergency complaints about blocked roads or loud harvest sites, but a few were whistleblower-style reports of crawler violations. 

Bruce’s job was to mine those calls for trends and to elevate any calls that seemed exceptionally serious.

A new intern, a twenty-five-year-old woman named Rebeccah Wilson, moved into Bruce’s desk. She had wild curly hair, big glasses, and an impressively dry sense of humor, the kind that feels like it has to be a bit but never lets up. Once we got used to it, she was outright hilarious.

But damn. I really wanted to be level 3 by now.
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Dungeon of Knowledge [Raid combat litRPG]





Aliandra Amariel loved magic, dedicating her academic years to the study of runes and spells, pushing the boundaries of mana's infinite possibilities. Like most Fae, her destiny seemed clear until that fateful day of her Class Trial, when the Blind Lich unleashed an undead apocalypse on her home, the fabled underground city of Dal’mohra, and triggered The Breaking – a cataclysm that forever reshaped the world.

Saved by her mother’s legendary time-stasis spell, Ali wakes thousands of years into a dark future. Everything she knew and loved is gone, buried under a mountain, transformed into a twisted dungeon by the malevolent will of the Lich.

Now, Ali must confront her deepest fears, mastering the arts of battling monsters and braving a town riddled with corruption. As the Lich's grand design shadows her every move, she scrambles to forge new friendships and unearth ancient knowledge in her fight for survival.

Why must she struggle? All she had ever wanted was to curl up in a comfy chair with a few thousand good books. But the immortal Lich is drawn to her unique magic, ever hungry for more power to fuel his cold-hearted ambitions.

How will she survive the giant target painted on her back as her advancement slowly reveals the horrifying truth of the Class she chose to save herself? Will she falter, forced into the eternal servitude of undeath, or will she rise against all odds and cast him down, ridding the world of his evil?















                

                Sean’s goblin wound was bandaged, but he seemed to be using the arm just fine. It had to be mostly healed at this point.

“The EPA did a sweep and says this area is goblin-free,” Sean said as we pulled into another rust belt ruin. 

That was the usual process for finding a monster nest: report it to the Environmental Protection Agency so they could come clean it up. If they said it was goblin-free, they likely had cause to be here recently to confirm that.

“They’re usually decent at that sort of thing, but from now on we sweep interiors with weapons ready. One goblin nest equals a hundred goblin nests.”

“Understood.”

This particular town was built on the river like the first, but the terrain was more forgiving, so the houses and businesses were more spread out. Main Street was two blocks from the water, and then the majority of the residences were built up a hillside. The sign on the way in said, “Population 4,333,” so the community had been decently busy at one time.

We started with the street nearest to the river.

“This job might look big, but a whole corner of this place got flattened,” Sean said as we went from abandoned home to abandoned home. “Can’t really see it when you drive in, but when we get up the hill a bit, you’ll see.”

“Flattened?”

“Apparently shit hit the fan in the 50s, and they started to bomb monster nests. This place got hit by mistake, killed a bunch of people, and nobody rebuilt.”

“Wow.”

Sean nodded. 

I pried open the door to a boarded-up storefront with an apartment on top.

“Old pizza shop,” Sean observed as we cleared. “Every time I see one of these, I wish I could get the oven out somehow. Chances are it's nothing but scrap by now, but fix one of those up? Get a few grand for that, easy.”

“I’m surprised more people don’t do things like that.”

“Oh, they have. These places have been picked over real good. From furniture to copper pipe, trust me, it’s all gone. Getting a broken pizza oven into a pickup isn’t worth it. If it was, it wouldn’t be here.”

That made sense. 

A few sweeps later, we forced our way into an old drugstore. 

“Wait,” I whispered. I heard a rustle and the soft scrape of movement over old linoleum. 

We stood still, just inside the doorway, and waited.

The noise came again. This time whatever was inside seemed to scramble a bit. With shields up and swords drawn, we crept down an aisle of empty, rusted shelves toward the counter at the back. Our headlamps cast harsh shadows that were easy to mistake for movement. A shadow changing because the light source shifted could look a lot like a monster moving, especially at the edges of your vision.

The scratching was behind the counter. I was certain of it. 

Sean counted down from three on his fingers, and we looked over the counter, swords ready to thrust.

Two creatures hissed and panicked. They slipped and slid as they attempted to escape, knocking over old pill bottles and kicking up dust.

Raccoons. Not monsters.

We chuckled a little bit and continued our sweep, working our way through several more storefronts, an old movie theater, and an old dentist’s office, which was by far the creepiest place I had seen thus far. The torn-up seats, broken lights, and scattered implements gave each room a sinister air.

I was about to pry the boards off an old taxidermy shop, but Sean put a hand on my shoulder.

“That’s on our no-go list,” he said. “Too dangerous.”

“The dead animals?”

Sean laughed. “These old family businesses tend to have buckets of chemicals kicking around in dark corners. It’s not done anymore, but arsenic was a major part of taxidermy for a while. They literally painted the inside of the hides with it. Doesn’t take much of it to mess you up, and sometimes the old workbenches are coated in the stuff.”

“I didn’t know that. What else is on the no-go list?”

“Exterminators, lumber plants that produced treated wood, electronics manufacturers, tanneries, and farmer supply stores that were open before 1990.”

“Those all make sense when you say them out loud,” I replied. “I’m guessing pesticides are the worry for the farming one?”

“Yep. Nothing will ruin your day like spilling a few gallons of Diazinon all over yourself.”

At the opposite end of main street, the road bent into a small tunnel with train tracks built over top. Sean frowned and held up a finger to request quiet. He played his headlamp around the tunnel for a minute, lingering on the crumbling, puddle-covered road that went through, and then turned to survey the structures around us.

A two-story house was built into the hillside next to the tunnel. A long set of leaning, cracked concrete stairs went up twenty feet or so to the front door. We started our ascent. Just before the porch, an intense odor of cat urine hit me. Even through my mask, the smell was like a physical wall.

Sean tapped me on the shoulder and motioned for us to go back down the stairs.

Didn’t have to tell me twice. Instead of continuing our sweep with less noxious structures, Sean led us a block over from Main Street to put the house out of sight and waited another block before speaking.

“So,” he began.

“That was the worst cat piss smell I’ve ever experienced.”

Sean shook his head. “If that’s what I thought it was, we would have still done our sweep. I’m betting it was ammonia, and that house was a meth lab.”

“Really?”

“Yep. Tunnels and overpasses are popular landmarks for those types. They park where satellites can’t see and set up shop in the next closest building. That tunnel had seen a lot of traffic recently, so I had my suspicions.”

“Ah.”

“There are all sorts of risks that come with going into a meth lab.”

“Oh, I’m aware,” I said. “From toxic fumes to meth heads with guns.”

“You’ll see way more meth labs than goblin nests on this job. If goblins learn to cook, they might take over the world.”

I laughed as Sean grinned.

“That’s only half a joke,” Sean admitted. “I actually worry about stuff like that sometimes.”

“Don’t blame you. So what’s next, do we call this in?”

“Yeah. Once it's confirmed to be safe, this site will get put back on the inspection schedule.”

“Ever run into actual trouble?” I asked.

With a nervous chuckle, Sean answered, “I’ve had guns pulled on me on three separate occasions. Two were meth labs. One was a squatter.”

“Damn.”

“Not my best days at work, that’s for sure.”

When we got back to the SUV, Sean had me pull up the addresses for the next inspection sites on our list while he phoned our handler to report the possible drug den. Our next stops were all old farms, it looked like. We were more likely to run into raccoons than meth labs for those, Sean assured me.



That evening, Beth was on her way out for work as I came in.

“Want a ride down the street?” I asked.

“No, that’s okay.”

“Promise to call me when you need picked up?”

With an eye roll, she nodded. Working at a bar meant late hours, and the first time Beth walked home at 2:30 a.m. I thought my heart might explode. From then on, the rule was she called me for a ride home. If I was on a crawl, she had her own ride-share account with my credit card on it.

She didn’t fight me on any of this, but I was very aware that she felt I was being overprotective. 

“Am I being crazy?” I asked Nathan when Beth had gone.

“About walking Carson Street in the middle of the night?”

“Yeah.”

“Bro, no. Fuck doing that alone like that.”

That made me feel better. 

After a quick shower, I flopped onto the couch, looking forward to several hours of mindless scrolling.

“My hours are going to get weird for a while,” Nathan warned. “We’ll be working at the airport for who knows how long.”

“Oh, for the remodel?”

“Yeah. I talked to a few guys in the carpenters’ union who are already there, and it’s supposed to be a pretty good assignment. Two days a week they have food trucks, and then they do these ‘all-hands’ meetings that can take two or three hours, so you’re getting paid to sit and drink tea.”

“Food trucks are pricey,” I said.

Nathan smiled. “All paid for by the airport.”

“Damn.”

“I’m still pretty low on the totem pole, but if you want, I can put your name in for an apprenticeship. I don’t know how much weight that would carry. Wouldn’t be nothing, though.”

“I’m not ready to give up on crawling, but I’ll keep it in mind,” I said.

“Yeah, dude. No worries.”

Later that night, when I was an hour into watching videos of excited dogs knocking people over–the children were always the funniest–Nathan sent me a link.

“You see this?” he asked.

“No,” I answered. “What is it?”

“If you click the link, it will tell you.”

“I was going to. I’m busy right now.”

Nathan sighed. “There’s a standoff at a B gate in Butler.”

Butler was a relatively rural area north of the city.

“Standoff?” I opened the link. 

An estimated thirty people erected a makeshift blockade of pickup trucks, portable fence panels, and pallets around a B-ranked gate and refused to let anyone near. Not CDM employees, not police, and definitely not crawlers.

Nathan pulled the stream up on the television.

A vlogger with a selfie stick and a microphone stood in a wooded area with half a dozen police and CDM vehicles behind her. She was already partway through her spiel when we tuned in.

“-is unknown. It is also unknown what the response will be if authorities do not meet their demands. Warning shots were fired earlier today when CDM enforcers first arrived on the scene, and it’s clear the campers are well-armed. This isn’t the first time someone attempted to claim ownership of a gate appearing on their property, but in every instance, the courts sided with the government. With that precedent, authorities are unlikely…”

“Think you’ll get called in for this?” Nathan asked, his eyes fixed on the television.

“I’m not sure what an intern could do to help.”

“Fair. These guys have balls, though. Not a chance any of them have the levels to run a B gate, and they definitely couldn’t win a fight against a crawl team that does.”

The minimum suggested level for a B-ranked gate was 12 with 15 being the recommended. Then you needed a harvest team to get the real value out before it closed. If the campers had the levels to clear the gate, I suspected they would have done so already. They were banking on someone handing them a stack of money to prevent a dungeon surge. 

“Looks like it’s a Buttymen gate,” I said when I spotted the pickaxe logo. “I’ve been on a few of their sites. They go hard but usually have their shit together.”

“Did you ask them what it means to be a ‘buttyman?’” Nathan asked, jokingly.

I laughed. 

“Oh, you actually asked!”

“Yeah, why wouldn’t I? It’s an old coal miner term for a coworker. Working in a mine often meant working ‘butt-to-butt’ because there was hardly any room. Therefore, the guy with you was your ‘butty’ or ‘buttyman.’”

“Go figure.”

“Don’t quote me on that,” I said. “It’s very possible someone was messing with me, but that’s what I was told.”

Nathan shrugged. “It’s a good story even if it’s fake.”

Everyone on the stream ducked suddenly at the pop of gunshots somewhere off-screen. The vlogger we watched scrambled for cover, turning her footage into a blur of grass, sky, trees, and cars. When it stabilized, she sat with her back against a truck tire. The scene got quiet again.

“Those were gunshots,” she confirmed. “I counted five. It’s not clear who fired, though.”

She used the selfie stick to look over the hood of the truck. Anyone who wasn’t a police officer crouched behind cover like she did. Anyone who was police pointed a gun in the general direction of the gate or yelled into their radios.

“Listen!” she whispered.

Someone distant spoke through a bullhorn: “The Fifth Amendment says that ‘no person shall be deprived of life, liberty, or property without due process of law; nor shall private property be taken for public use, without just compensation.’ We are defending our constitutional right to property. This gate is on our land, and we have the right to be compensated for it.”

One of the police officers on scene replied, “That’s something for a court to decide. Please put down your weapons and step out with your hands up.”

“We will not surrender our property without just compensation.”

“Blocking the gate from being cleared endangers the public. Nobody wants the bloodshed of a dungeon surge.”

“We don’t want that either. Pay us like the Constitution says to, and this is solved.”

“Haven’t these guys ever watched a movie?” Nathan asked. “Even in fiction, nobody holding up a place like this gets what they want. Never. Not once.”

“If they’re quoting the Constitution, this is at least partially a moral stand of some kind,” I said.

“Ah, that’s true. Not quite the same as hostages in a bank. Still dumb as shit, though.”

“I don’t disagree.”

My phone buzzed. I answered.

“A D gate needs cullers by 9 p.m. Are you available?”

“Did you say D?”

“Yes, sir. There is presently a shortage of available cullers.”

I wondered if that was because of the B gate standoff. It would make sense for the CDM to start scrambling to contain a potential dungeon surge. A D gate, though? I had never run one of those before, and I was only level 2.

“Yeah, okay,” I said.

“Thank you for your service. I am texting you the address now.”

“They sending you into the standoff after all?” Nathan joked.

“Yep. They figure if a level 2 archer gets out there and flexes a bit, it will scare everyone off.”

Nathan laughed. “Good luck on the crawl. I can pick up Beth if you’re not back in time.”

“She can call a rideshare. It’s okay. I can’t wreck your sleep like that.”

“I don’t mind, man. Just let me know.”

“Thanks. See you in a bit.”
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DIE TRYING 

[A Roguelite Extraction LitRPG]

5K+ Followers!





Jump into a savage fantasy deathworld. 

Smuggle refugees and loot back to Earth. 

Try not to die in the process.



Michael Wade's only goal in life was to get rich or die trying - and that's gotten a lot more literal recently.



Stuck in retail hell with debt, rent and crippling guilt, his days were spent paycheck to paycheck between broke and completely screwed.



Until a desperate god offers him the ultimate side hustle: running a nightly smuggling operation between his bedroom and another world entirely. One filled with spells, treasure, and as much magical contraband as he can stuff into his pockets.



Just one problem: It's no place for tourists. Shaped from calamity after calamity, Azdrial has transformed into the ultimate deathworld. If the people there don't kill Wade, the land itself sure will.



But with a reality-bending video game System to exploit, past gaming years as a min/maxing fanatic, and a chaotic god texting him questionably useful advice - he might just stand a chance.



And he's gonna need it. His starting location may as well be outright hell itself.



--- What to expect ---



> A focus on discovering different fun builds each dive, instead of one optimal forever-build.

> Stats that matter, rational characters, rules-as-written exploits

> A magic system that's simple to understand, but very dangerous to use.

> Tax evasion.





Written by the author of 12 Miles Below!

Detailed loops, slow-burn character-driven progression fantasy! 



Give it a try :]

Chapter 1 here!















                

                The D gate was an iron door on an old basketball court in North Oakland. Both backboards were missing, and weed-filled cracks threaded through the pavement.

I was the fourth to arrive, and I didn’t recognize the captain or the guard. They were maybe a few years older than me, far from the grizzled veterans I was used to seeing on culls. The captain had a massive tower shield and a longsword, which made me think he had the defender class. I had never done a run with a defender before, but I liked the idea of someone specializing in protecting their party joining me on my first D gate.

The guard had a longsword and a standard-issue round shield. He was probably a fighter, but that was tough to say.

The third person at the gate was a linebacker-looking barbarian. His battle-axe looked impractically large.

Nobody had duct tape, so I dared to hope this wasn’t a Roach Run.

“Name?” the captain asked as I approached.

“Gray. Sorry, I mean Carmino.”

After a strange look, he went back to his phone and scrolled for a few flicks. “You’re level 2?”

“Yes, sir.”

He sighed and rubbed his head. “I guess they figure an archer will be a little bit safer, but damn, dude. You run a D gate before?”

I shook my head.

“They must be really hard-up for cullers. Geez. Stay in the back row, okay? No hero shit.”

“Understood.”

A brawler and a fighter joined the party twenty minutes later. 

At low levels, there wasn’t much of a difference between brawler and fighter. The way the build guides described it, a brawler thrived on mayhem, and a fighter thrived on order. The brawler class got bonuses for fighting multiple enemies with some of their abilities specific to being surrounded or outnumbered. Fighters, meanwhile, prioritized precision and calculated tactics.

At low levels, they both hit stuff.

“Alright,” the captain said after another unhappy scroll through his phone. “This is a D-ranked gate. Guard and I are level 9 and have run up through C gates. Fighter, brawler, and barbarian are level 4. Archer is level 2.”

Everyone looked at me. 

“Cull teams usually want level 5s for D gates, so we’re running this a bit lopsided. This is a serious run, not an easy XP E gate. Everyone needs to be on top of their game and follow calls. Got me?”

We all nodded. 

“I took a peek inside when I got here,” he continued. “This looks like a squid dungeon, so we’re going to see inkers, beakers, and slimes.”

Inkers resembled octopuses, and beakers resembled squids, but they weren’t water creatures. Both got around just fine on land and could climb walls and ceilings. Inkers sprayed black ink to slow and blind targets before they beat them to death with their tentacles. Beakers preferred to jump and wrap their prey before biting them. Both could grow to be the size of an inner tube you might see at the lake or on the river.

Slimes were exactly what you expect. If you didn’t hit their core, a golf-ball-sized stone that functioned as their heart and brain, weapons didn’t harm them. Every stream or guide I read recommended leaning on casters for immobilizing slimes. Otherwise, hitting their core was a pain in the ass. The force of a strong strike could push the core away before you hit it, kind of like wind blowing a fly away if you try to hit it with a book.

I was familiar with all of these monsters, but I had never seen them in person. I knew, however, that our party being all martial classes for this run wasn’t ideal.

The captain said, “Archer, don’t waste arrows on slimes unless we make the call to. The rest of you, thrusts are your best chance at getting a hit on the core. Don’t bother with anything else if you can help it. If you get inked, don’t panic. Put your shield up and call that you’re blinded. Do not start swinging all over the place like an asshole. 

“If a beaker grabs you, peeling it off is pointless. If you can, smash it off the wall or the floor. If it gets your head, drop your sword, grab your knife, and stab it in the head. Try not to stab yourself in the face in the process.

“Questions?”

Nobody raised their hands. 

“If you have goggles, go get them,” the captain said as he fished a pair out of his pocket. The guard did the same.

The rest of us only looked at each other. We didn’t have goggles, only safety glasses. I made a mental note to add a pair to my gear list. It occurred to me then that the spray from an inker would be easier to manage with a proper seal around my eyes. I wished the quartermasters provided extra gear like this or at least provided a list of recommended items to have on hand. If they did, I would have been properly prepared.

The captain adjusted the fit for his goggles and said, “Alright. Game faces on, kids.”

And we ventured into the gate.



This was the most traditional dungeon I had ever been in. Instead of bare cave or plain brick, this gate felt like traveling through an actual castle. The ceilings were vaulted. The torches were mounted in sconces. The walls had decorative elements like partial columns and arches. Wooden doors split off from the main corridor, and I saw iron bars in the distance ahead.

The dungeon had the thick mustiness of a flooded basement. Moss and mold climbed the walls, and something like pond slime covered every surface. Here and there, water seeped through the bricks and ran down the walls to form puddles.

We had the space to walk four abreast, so the captain, the barbarian, the brawler, and the fighter formed the frontline. The guard and I made up the backline.

The captain knocked on the first door to our right. He stepped back and pressed his back against the wall.

A green puddle expanded out from beneath the door with a consistency and viscosity that reminded me of a jellyfish washed up on the beach. As soon as the core emerged, the captain stabbed it. In the dim light of torches, the core would have been easy to miss, even more so if we were in an active battle. 

A second slime squeezed through next, and it too was killed swiftly. I estimated each to be about the size of a pizza box.

“Get the idea?” the captain whispered to the fighter. 

He nodded.

“Get that door.”

The fighter repeated the method the captain just demonstrated. He knocked, waited, stabbed, waited, and stabbed again. Those two cleared every door in this corridor with that method while the rest of us watched.

At the iron gate, the hall split like a T. We could go left or right.

Before the captain opened the gate, he instructed us to hold formation ten feet back. When the captain put his hand on the bars, the guard whispered, “Be ready.”

Rusty iron screeched and strained as the gate swung open, clanking dully when it bounced off the wall.

The captain listened for a few seconds. “Here they come.”

As he rejoined the formation, I could hear a growing hiss. As it neared, the sounds became more distinct, like hundreds of wet towels slopping onto the floor over and over.

“Focus on anything above shoulder level,” the guard said to me. “Please don’t shoot our people.”

Brown, black, and gray tentacles turned the corner, and then the corridor was filled with inkers and beakers. The inkers had round heads, while the beakers had pointed heads. They scrambled across every surface, racing toward our party. 

“Fucking shoot,” the guard hissed.

Right.

I drew and loosed. Drew and loosed. Drew and loosed.

If I headshotted a goblin, it was dead for sure. With these monsters, what looked like a bullseye to me didn’t slow their advance in the slightest. But I kept firing. 

The captain sliced a beaker in half when it jumped at his face. The brawler and fighter raised their shields to block an ink spray. Inkers followed the black spray with heavy blows, so the crawlers braced for those at the same time. A few beakers leapt and climbed around my party’s shields, reaching for their heads.

The barbarian tried to kill a beaker wrapping the brawler’s head and neck, but an inker blasted the barbarian instead. Then a different beaker attached to his leg and bit.

“Fuck!” he yelped, still blinded. 

The guard grabbed the barbarian’s shoulder from behind and yanked him to the back row. He used the bottom of his shield to remove and squish the beaker with two deft slams.

The remaining three crawlers in the frontline hacked and cleaved unendingly for several seconds. For a moment, the swinging felt like being on a Roach Run, everyone keeping their weapons moving simply because there was no other choice. I don’t know how much my arrows really helped, but I kept them coming.

As abruptly as the chaos started, it stilled. Pieces of inkers and beakers were scattered as if they had exploded. Flesh, tentacles, and milky white mucus dripped from every surface. A few pieces still twitched, and the whole corridor stank like dead fish.

“Will you need to learn that lesson a second time?” the captain asked the barbarian.

The barbarian shook his head, embarrassed.

“Good. If this is a standard squid dungeon, we shouldn’t get another bum rush like that until just before the boss chamber. From here, they should come in twos and fours accompanied by a couple slimes. There’s always a chance this is a variant, though, so don’t let an assumption drop your guard.”

That first fight took me to level 3. I didn’t have the time to properly read my unlock options, but I had the forethought to check the build guide for dex archer before the run started. I dropped 1 point into strength and then 2 points into dexterity and closed my system. 

We turned right, and after several steps, the hallway bent again. The captain pushed another iron gate open. Instead of coming down the hall to attack us like the first big encounter, two beakers came through an open side door, one moving across the wall and the other across the ceiling. A green slime followed on the floor, and three more slimes followed suit, squeezing under the closed doors farther up the corridor. 

“Left!” the captain called. 

An inker emerged from a hole in the ceiling above the brawler, its body expanding like a bubble of snot. That particular appearance was something of a reality check for me. I knew in my heart of hearts that, were I in the brawler’s position, I wouldn’t have seen that inker until it was already a problem.

I did my part and drew my bow.

Where 7 dexterity made me smoother and more precise, 9 dexterity amplified those sensations while adding a distinct sense of speed. My movements felt like being in the zone in an FPS game. My bow went from shot to shot with the ease of guiding a mouse pointer across the screen.

I imagined moving to 5 strength helped there a bit too, but I couldn’t really feel the difference there the way I could with dexterity. 

We had five more similar encounters before we hit the second rush the captain warned us about. The smaller battles were tiring enough that coming up to the second rush was worrisome to me. My arms burned, and the level 4s took big, gulping breaths.

Prior to hitting the choke point for the second rush, the captain whispered that we should stop to rest and drink some water.

“No talking, though,” he said softly. “There’s a whole other half of the dungeon that could hear us.” I assumed he meant the part of the dungeon we would have seen had we turned left at the T instead of right early in the run.

After ten minutes of staring at the floor, we advanced to the second rush. While I felt more prepared for this one than the first, the party’s fatigue was evident. 

The barbarian got taken off his feet by a good bash from an inker and then got bit by a beaker. The fighter and the brawler also got bit by beakers–the fighter in the biceps and the brawler in the back of his neck. 

With my attention on anything above shoulder level, as I was instructed, I didn’t see two slimes slip beneath the frontline. They wrapped my right leg, anchoring it in place. Their bodies soaked through my pants, and my leg went numb.

“Help!” I barked.

The guard saw the goop encasing my leg and slid his sword down it like it was lamb meat at a gyro shop. Much of the slimes’ bodies remained attached to my body, but their cores were on the ground where the guard could safely stab them. I appreciated that said stabbing didn’t happen with the slimes on my leg.

“Head up,” he said. “Shoot!”

Right.

I went back to shooting arrows at angry seafood.

When the battle ended, the defender turned to me. “Grab your knife. Peel off as much of what’s left as you can. Leg numb?”

“Yeah.”

“That will go away in a few hours. Rinse off with some water. Might spare yourself the rash.”

Green slimes, thankfully, didn’t consume, eat, or melt their prey on contact. They drowned their victims and then slowly–very slowly–dissolved their corpses. Slimes in C-ranked gates and up were much nastier.

We took another break while the captain prepped us for the boss room.

Which was going to be my first boss fight ever. For some reason, I expected the captain or guard to go in and clear it like they did for E gates, but nope. My first boss was going to be D-ranked. Great.

“There are two potential boss fights,” the captain began. “It’s either a giant slime or a giant inker. The strategy is going to be similar for both: I will stay with all of you and clear adds while the guard focuses the boss. If it’s the slime, you can hunker down by the door. If it’s the inker, you need to be ready to move. Listen for me to call it. You don’t want to get hit by one of those tentacles. Last thing: Archer, if it’s the slime, you focus the boss. If it’s the inker, focus adds.”

“Got it.”

“Any questions?” the captain asked the party.

No one had any.

“Alright. Don’t fuck up.”

We half-jogged into the boss chamber to keep from getting pinned at the door.

The room was like a grand medieval dining hall years after the castle fell in a siege. One table off to the side was intact, while the others were smashed to pieces. The benches and chairs were in similar condition and scattered about. The far side of the room had a small stage with more broken boards than whole, and tattered red and black banners hung from the vaulted ceiling alongside a few surviving chandeliers.

An octopus with a head the size of a porta-john sat on the stage, its body a muddy black everywhere except for its yellow eyes and gray suckers. 

“Stay on me!” the captain called as the guard moved forward.

The captain bounced his shield off the floor two times, and the air around him seemed to ripple. Inkers and beakers squeezed through holes and cracks all over the room, racing toward him.

Ah, so that was the defender’s Taunt ability.

The brawler triggered their Rapid Attack ability, and the barbarian activated Berserk.

“Left!” the captain called.

The party shuffled to the side as a giant tentacle came down, the wet smack cracking pavers on impact. 

The guard nearly removed the arm with one slice. Though it wasn’t cut clean through, that limb was now effectively useless.

“Left!”

We slid again. The fighter was distracted by a beaker chomping on his forearm and didn’t heed the call in time. The downward impact of the boss’s strike folded the fighter forward, crashing him face-first into the floor with a sickening crunch.

That tentacle spasmed on the floor a second later, the guard’s chop having severed it completely. 

“Stay in formation!” the guard called. “Right!”

We shifted again. When that tentacle crashed into the ground, the guard unleashed a battle cry. I didn’t see his attack, but I did see the giant inker stiffen straight for an instant, as though it had just been shocked. That had to be good news, I thought.

But I had adds to kill. I reached back for my arrow and… nothing. I was out of arrows, yet again. I needed to get a handle on that.

I drew my sword and stepped forward to attack.

The captain smacked me with his shield, knocking me backward and onto the ground. “No way, level 2.”

I got back to my feet and hung out in the back like an unflushed turd. I was so fucking embarrassed. 

Several seconds later, the room stilled. The boss and all the adds were dead.

The captain moved immediately to aid the downed fighter. When the fighter groaned and rolled over, I was relieved to see he wasn’t dead. That hit had been hard, but the terrible way he crumpled made me fear for the worst. 

“That wasn’t great,” the fighter wheezed.

The guard knelt. Mucus dripped off his armor.

“Easy,” he said to the fighter. “Don’t get up.”

The fighter nodded.

“Anything serious?”

“Uhh… Everything hurts, but I don’t think anything is broken.” He paused and seemed to run through a mental diagnostic list to confirm he wasn’t lying. “I’m sorry for this. I biffed that call.”

“Give yourself a second to recover. We need a few minutes to loot anyhow.”

As we gathered mana crystals, I asked the captain why he wanted me to focus adds for a squid boss but focus boss if we got the giant slime encounter instead. His answer: every arrow matters. I was more likely to hit a giant slime core than a bunch of small ones, so the best use of the arrows was to go for the boss in that case. For the giant squid, I could eliminate one add or barely scratch the boss with each arrow, so I was more productive on adds.

That made sense to me. I filed that lesson away.

The rest of the way out, I had to half-drag my numb leg. When I finally sat and shut my car door, I released a breath I didn’t realize I had been holding.

Holy shit. D gates were intense. There was a time when I wished I had been born a fighter instead of an archer, but I have to say that I really enjoyed not getting hit and bit by every monster in the dungeon. 

I tipped my head back into the headrest and sat with my eyes closed for a minute.

When I brought it forward again, I opened my system menu.

I was level 4.
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Lifeweaver: A Healer LitRPG





In a world where magic becomes real the change begins with a TV announcement. Luke Quinn is twenty-six, broke, and a disappointment to everyone, himself most of all. Once a promising med student, he’s now slinging burgers and nursing guilt over the sister he couldn’t cure.

But everything changes when an impossible broadcast interrupts every screen on Earth, announcing the start of a “System Integration” and inviting humanity to touch mysterious orbs appearing in every city.

Monsters. Magic. Classes. Levels. HEALS.

Earth is no longer just a planet, it’s part of a larger system. With nothing left to lose, Luke takes the plunge and becomes something vanishingly rare: a healer. But this isn’t a game. Healing takes more than mana. It takes nerve, precision, and pain. Especially when every touch could mean life or death.

Now Luke must master his strange, intricate Lifeweaver powers while navigating the tutorial, volatile teammates, and a still intact Earth where society is trying to make sense of everything that's happening.

 

What to expect:

* Non-sociopathic (but pragmatic) Healer MC

* Non-Isekai story taking place on Earth after System arrives

* Weak to strong

* Slice of life elements

* More medical info than you probably want or need

* Releases 5x per week (M-F)















                

                “I figured you’d get called for a crawl,” Beth said as she crossed the parking lot with an apron over her arm. 

She stopped.

“What?”

“I’m like ten feet away.”

“Okay?”

Sighing, she started walking toward my car again. “I can smell you from here.”

“I’ll leave the windows down,” I said.

“I’ll survive,” Beth replied. “Thanks for picking me up.”

“How was work?”

“Men are annoying.”

“Yeah, that sounds right. Everything okay?”

Beth laughed. “Yeah. It’s nothing new. I expected it to be worse, to be honest.”

As we pulled out of the parking lot, I asked, “What do you mean?”

“I guess you didn’t grow up hearing that every man outside of the church was a hopelessly horny feral monster. I was bracing to get mobbed by a pack of wild dogs, basically.”

“That was actually something I agreed with them on. It’s not that bad?”

She looked out the window at the city slowly passing by. “Do you remember where your doubts started?”

I needed a second to adjust to the topic change. “I was in Bible study, and I felt like I was reading a different book from everyone else. That was a small crack at first, but it grew pretty quickly from there. Why?”

“I was fourteen or fifteen. They separated the boys from the girls, and we spent a whole day of Sunday school talking about lecherous, worldly men. All lechers were dangerous, but the most dangerous were the ones who spoke sweetly and hid their true desires until the moment they attacked. Miss Curvin–I don’t know if you remember her–said that you ‘can see the evil in their eyes. Their lust. Their hunger. The truth that you are not a person to them but an object to be used.’”

“I remember her.”

“So, I started paying more attention to the eyes of men around me.”

“Ah.”

Beth sighed. “It’s not like it was every man, but the number surprised me. Too many of them were elders or deacons. That’s where my questions started.”

The way ahead was blocked by cop cars, a fire truck, and two ambulances. Must have been another bar fight. I pulled down an alley onto a side street that was technically two-way, but a few dozen cars had invented parking spaces, narrowing it down to one. We had to stop and reverse three times while I looked for a place to put my own car.

“I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you back then,” I said.

“I hated you for a few years,” she admitted.

Those words inspired a dull, heavy pain in my chest.

Beth continued, saying, “You left us. You left me. I was so angry that my brother would betray us all like that. It took me a while, but I get it now. I know you would have taken me with you if you could have.”

“I didn’t mean to dredge that all up for you.”

She shook her head. “It’s okay. That’s just why I mean it’s nothing new. The eyes are the same, and a part of me is grateful that some are brazen. It’s still awful, but I prefer that to walking in on a bunch of old men talking about what a great ‘vessel’ I was growing up to be.”

“Ick.”

“How’d the crawl go?”

“Ran my first D gate,” I said as I wiggled into a parking space four blocks away from the apartment.

“Was that scary?”

Laughing, I admitted, “Very. I was level 2, and most people say to be level 5 before you run Ds.”

“Past tense? You gained a level?”

With my arms full of gear and Beth waiting on the sidewalk for me, I slammed my trunk shut. We started to walk home.

“I’m level 4 now, actually,” I said.

Beth nearly knocked me into the street with a hip bump she was so excited. Then she grimaced at the goop soaking into her clothes where we touched.

“Do I want to know what I got on me?” she asked.

“Probably not.”

“Well, I’m still happy for you. Congratulations. It seems like you’re making a lot of progress for how hard leveling is supposed to be.”

“Hasn’t felt very fast to me. A lot of people say level 5 or 6 is the big slowdown, though. You need 1,600 XP to go from 5 to 6, and then 3,200 to go from 6 to 7. The next leg? 6,400.”

“I’m still proud of you.”

“Thanks,” I replied, unable to hide my smile. Hearing a family member say those words affected me more than I expected. It brought a warm comfort that felt new yet distantly familiar and left me longing for more of that comfort.

“Oh! Did you hear about the B gate standoff?”

“I caught some of it before I got called in. It had only just started.”

“It’s still going,” Beth said. “Folks at work were saying groups in Texas and Utah are talking about following the example.”

“Hopefully that doesn’t happen. A lot of people will get hurt if there’s a B-ranked dungeon surge.”

As we climbed the stairs to the apartment, Beth added, “They kind of have a point, though. The gate is on their land.”

“My opinion is they want it both ways, and that’s not possible.”

“What do you mean?”

“That group in Butler? They can’t clear that gate themselves. There’s not even a chance they could pull it off. They want the good part of dungeon gates, the profits, but if there’s a surge, they’ll expect the government to protect them. This kind of thing has played out in different forms several times over. The same people who cut funding for dungeon management are the ones who cry the loudest when a surge destroys their town.”

“Ah. So it’s more like a hostage situation.”

“How so?” I asked, curious if her explanation matched Nathan’s.

“If they don’t get what they want, innocent people get hurt.”

“Yeah, Nathan said something similar. It’s a good point.”

We stopped talking when I keyed my way into the apartment. Nathan had another early side job in the morning. Neither of us wanted to disturb him.

Beth told me goodnight, and I stepped beneath the glorious luxury of a hot shower and watched inker and beaker juice swirl down the drain. While I enjoyed the warm water, I opened my system. I had two levels' worth of new unlocks to choose from and three stat points to allocate.

My previous unlocks were available as well, if I wanted either of them. 

I had my build set in my mind, so Power Draw and Hold the Line weren’t applicable for me, but it was nice knowing that not picking something didn’t make it disappear forever.

For advancing to level 3, I was given the following options:

Improved Ranged Accuracy

Class: Archer

Type: Trait

Cooldown: None

Duration: Perpetual

Increase your base ranged accuracy by 10% and increase your melee accuracy by 5%.

Farshot

Class: Archer

Type: Trait

Cooldown: None

Duration: Perpetual

Increase your ranged attack distance from 60 ft to 90 ft, enabling you to fire with the same accuracy for an additional 30 ft.

Sharpen

Class: Archer

Type: Trait

Cooldown: None

Duration: Perpetual

The chance of your arrow ignoring armor is increased by 5%.

And then for level 4, I could pick from:

Stun Shot

Class: Archer

Type: Ability

Cooldown: 15 seconds

Duration: 2 seconds

Your next arrow inflicts Stun on the target, preventing them from acting.

Piercing Shot

Class: Archer

Type: Ability

Cooldown: 15 seconds

Duration: Instant

Your next arrow passes through one enemy and continues in the same trajectory and with the same force. If a Piercing Shot hits one enemy and then another, that second attack is treated as an independent attack and is subject to all the same bonuses and effects as if it were a typical attack.

Bleeding Arrow

Class: Archer

Type: Ability

Cooldown: 15 seconds

Duration: 5 seconds

Your next arrow inflicts Lesser Bleed on the target, damaging them over time. Bleed effect stacks.

Level 5 would be my last round of base unlocks. Level 6 and onward, most of my options would have prerequisites. That made it sound like these two selections would be less stressful, but since I had a build in mind, every choice was a setup for meeting prerequisites later. The ability options I had presently, for example, could eventually have no cooldowns whatsoever if I made the right choices.

I had two paths to choose from for my dex build: I could take Piercing Shot which was most useful in high-volume encounters, or I could take Bleeding Arrow which was most useful against fewer enemies with higher health. The former was ideal for lower-level gates, and the latter was ideal for higher-level gates and all bosses in general.

Stun Shot was for a Power build, so that was off the table. Farshot was for a Marksman build, so that was out too. Whether I went Piercing or Bleeding, Improved Ranged Accuracy and Sharpen could both be useful, and the guides were torn on which to recommend. Some guides argued that more accuracy was always good, and the ability to more precisely hit exactly what you intend to hit was akin to having to Sharpen since you could strike with more precision.

Other guides argued that anything that could be trained manually was a waste of an unlock. I could practice to manually improve my accuracy, but no amount of practice would make my arrows more likely to ignore armor.

I agreed, but I also didn’t have the time or money to go to a range or seek out an instructor. In theory, I could learn to be more accurate, but when would I actually have the chance to practice?

Eventually, I found my way to the kitchen. I stacked two pieces of cold pizza and ate them with one hand while I made the couch up with the other. In my mind, I continued to debate exactly what I wanted.

When I was a level 1 nothing, Bleeding Arrow seemed like the obvious best choice. Of course I wanted to be more effective against the strongest monsters, but after having done a few runs, better crowd control seemed far more appealing.

Something the streamer LootLootLouis said in passing one time came to my mind: “Worry about not dying today before you worry about not dying tomorrow.”

That was the insight I needed. I chose Sharpen and Piercing Shot, and then I allocated 1 point to strength, dexterity, and constitution. I had spent my stat points for level 3 in the dungeon already. 

In my runs so far, I didn’t miss very often because enemies were plentiful and weren’t far away. That made me more comfortable with the idea of honing my own accuracy with practice, and the plentiful part made Piercing Shot worthwhile.

If even a few individual arrows did the work of two, I could have hit several more monsters and conserved ammunition in the squid dungeon.

I made my choices and admired my profile:

Dorion Carmino

Class: Archer

Level: 4

XP Progress: 119/800

Str: 6

Dex: 10

Con: 6

Int: 3

Cha: 3

Abilities:


	Piercing Shot



Traits: 


	Ranged Accuracy




	Improved Reload




	Sharpen



Spells: (none)

I was starting to look like a proper, capable crawler. That D gate was tough, but the improved XP made me want to run another as soon as possible.



The CDM sent an all-staff email early that Sunday morning asking all employees to be in the office by noon. The email didn’t say why, but the real-time coverage for the Butler standoff reported that the situation was ongoing, so I guessed it had something to do with that.

Nathan was gone, and Beth was still asleep. I slipped a note under her door and went into work.

No conference room in the building was large enough for a true all-hands meeting, so they had us all meet in the lobby, an atrium design with two floors and a set of stairs in the middle. I hadn’t realized how large the Pittsburgh office for the CDM really was until I saw what felt like a concert crowd crammed into one room. I spotted Megan on the outer edge and wiggled and shimmied my way over to her. She leaned against a planter with a tall cup of tea in one hand and an unopened Nad-Nade energy drink in the other.

That looked like overkill at first glance, but a second glance at her haggard, tired face told me maybe it wasn’t.

“Don’t judge me,” she said when I approached. “I got called in for a run last night. Only had a few hours.”

“Yeah, same.”

“Some people online are saying the CDM and the big guilds are planning to force-close the gates. Basically, a high-level party will run in while SWAT and whatever create a distraction.”

“Interesting,” I said.

“The bigger consensus seems to be a National Guard deployment,” Megan added. 

That seemed more likely to me. Gate protests like this had happened in various forms over the years. If the group didn’t surrender peacefully, police or military action was the inevitable conclusion.

Smelling Megan’s tea made me wish I had stopped for one on my way in. A little caffeine sounded really nice about now.

“May I have your attention, everyone?” a man standing on the stairs called. “For those of you who don’t know me, I’m Kamil Akinwale, and I’m the Chief Director for the Pennsylvania CDM. I oversee all of the regional offices and am the liaison for the national CDM.”

I had never seen Chief Director Akinwale in person before. He was older than I imagined, but that may have been because he looked so tired. He had bags under his eyes, and his dark skin had an ashen luster.

He continued, “By now, you’re all aware that we are seeing gate blockades around the country. The effort looks more like copycats than something coordinated, but the problem is no less serious. 

“Fifteen minutes ago, this problem got worse. An unidentified crawl team in Texas killed twenty-three civilians blocking access to a C gate. Guilds and teams in Chicago, Baltimore, and New York are threatening to do the same. The Texas gate was relatively remote, but these other gates aren’t. A lot of people will get hurt if crawlers pick a fight in the middle of a city.

“This situation is evolving rapidly, so please check your email regularly for updates as this continues. Presently, Pennsylvania is under a state of high alert, and everyone should consider themselves as being on call until this is resolved. All CDM staff are to have their kit with them at all times to respond to a dungeon surge. We hope it doesn’t come to that, but we need to be prepared.

“Any B, A, or heaven-forbid S gates that open will be proactively secured by CDM staff and law enforcement, both state and local. In addition to gate security, we may need additional cullers to manage unclosed gates, and we will definitely need more people managing our helplines. People are scared and have lots of questions. Part of doing this right is keeping civilians from getting spooked and making this worse.

“Your individual department heads will give you specific assignments. When I dismiss you, please make your way to your usual desks and offices. While you wait for further instructions, anyone who has contacts with members of a guild or crawl team, please reach out to them and encourage calm. If someone discloses knowledge of crawlers preparing to act against a blockade, report it to your manager immediately.

“Thank you for your service, everyone. With your help, we can keep our state safe. That’s all I have for now. Be smart out there, you hear?”
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Chapter 15: Analog Processes
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Ebony, the MC of this next shoutout, doesn't have life easy per se, but it's not nearly as hard as Dorion's. I like when a story starts with a character who likes their life because it adds a more meaningful layer to the new world they find themselves in. They had something to lose, and I think that matters:
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Ebony's Fable





Ebony had never been very… normal. Neither was his upbringing, but it didn’t stop him from living a somewhat normal life. His younger school years had quite some disruptions but all else went as per normal. Left alone after he turned 15 and was deemed old and capable enough to care for himself. He went on graduating high school and entering a university with no issue. 

Ebony never faced any problem in life. He didn’t lack money. He could see his entire future pan out for him and he was sure it was going to go as expected. Graduate, get a stable job, build up a family, live to a ripe old age together with his partner. Boring. Not that he didn’t want any of that and the building of a family might prove difficult seeing how he had been single for all 20 years of his life.

There was little he looked forward to in life. His daily routine of training had been moulded into him from as far back as he could remember and has become a habit and a hobby. Reading was one outlet for his boredom, fantasy, swords and magic, a world unlike his own where perhaps his training would have some use. 

One moment he was on the way back from a job interview for a part time job, the next moment he found himself in a forest. 

Freezing... Snowing in the middle of Summer? Not important. Appearing in a forest out of nowhere? Not important. A metre tall and twice as long ripped ass boar in sight? Cool. Charging right towards him? Not so cool.















                

                “What do we know about security?” Saito said when Megan and I got to our desks. “What do they expect us to do? Clipboard them to death?”

Intern Enforcer Lofold stood nearby, but he was on his phone speaking to what sounded like family members in need of reassurance. The already narrow aisles of the Enforcer floor were cluttered with swords and shields. Chief Director Akinwale said to be ready to respond to a surge. Having to run out to your car first didn’t count as ready.

Megan shrugged. “I’m not taking a bullet for a dungeon gate, that’s for sure.”

“Hell no,” Saito agreed.

“I don’t see them sending interns to guard a high-ranked gate,” I began, but as the words left my mouth, I remembered that just last night I ran a D gate at level 2. Maybe a security detail was more likely than I wanted to admit.

“Listen up,” Grensmith yelled, addressing the whole floor of CDM enforcers. 

Everyone quieted.

“The online portal for licensed crawlers is officially offline,” he said. “To prevent more blockades, we are going back to pre-internet procedures for assigning gate rights. Only a few of us will have access to the actual database. Instead, each of you will be assigned a batch of gates. Crawlers will call in, request a gate rank, commit to a gate fee, and then be directed to the appropriate enforcer for the specifics.

“Gate ranks and locations are officially considered classified. You are not to share the details of your gates with anyone but the individuals who have purchased gate rights. That includes your coworkers, friends, and family. We know who was assigned what gates, so if a blockade appears at a gate in your folder, you will be one of the first stops for the investigation team.

“For those of you looking around and thinking that this is way too many people for the number of gates we administer, you’re right. We are covering gate assignments for the entire state. There’s an A gate in Newark under a blockade, so the Philadelphia office is bracing for a surge, and the smaller offices have their own assignments.

“Anyone who is over level 5, join me in the conference room. Everyone else, wait at your desks for your assigned gates.”

After a fresh wave of office chaos, I received my folder. I wasn’t allowed to formally confirm it, but I got the sense that the interns got all the E gates and a few Ds. Where the crawler portal used an auction format to sell rights, we were offering a first-come, first-served flat rate. The CDM would lose a ton of money on this, but with how often phones rang, crawlers seemed to be aware that this was a business opportunity. 

The most important objective was to close gates. This format incentivized crawlers to be more active than they might usually be due to the limited-time nature of the situation. At the same time, busy crawlers inside dungeons were less likely to annihilate a whole mess of level 1s blocking access to a gate somewhere else.

After four hours or so, the frequency of calls finally began to quiet. Megan and Saito hoped an end was in sight, but their hopes were misplaced. We were each handed lists of seasoned licensed crawlers and told to start dialing to offer gate rights directly at discounted rates. I doubted that was necessary for the more profitable gates, but I also wasn’t allowed to ask.

I dialed the first name on my sheet.



I looked up, and it was midnight. A few people slept at their desks, and several curled up in the comfier chairs of the enforcer lobby. I was jealous I hadn’t gotten a break that was long enough for even a small nap.

Megan elbowed me at one point. I had fallen asleep after all.

She showed me her phone. “Can you believe this?”

Rubbing my eyes, I squinted to parse what I was seeing on the screen. At that moment, the footage was a lot of shaking and bouncing, like the streamer was running–or fleeing.

“What’s happening?” I asked.

“Masked crawlers attacked the gate in Newark and two gates in North Carolina. This is a North Carolina stream. Police tried to stop them.”

I knew she chose the word “tried” deliberately. Pepper spray and service pistols weren’t useful against high-level crawlers, so any effort the police made was a pointless gesture at best. Maybe they hoped the prospect of killing someone with a badge would be a deterrent for crawlers. It wasn’t.

Megan sighed. “This sets a bad precedent.”

“Solves the problem, though,” Saito said without turning around. “Can’t have a blockade without the campers.”

“That’s terrible,” Megan replied.

“I didn’t say it was right.”

“If crawlers are above the law, everything falls apart.”

Saito spun for a second. “They’re already above the law. They just don’t have to act like it most of the time.”

She waved Saito off. “Okay, okay. You’re right.”

The footage was useless, so I checked updates on my own phone. The first attack in North Carolina was already over. Well, the attack itself probably only lasted a second or two, but the scene had calmed enough that surveying it was possible again. 

Seventeen casualties, all dead from Bolt spells. The area around the gate was churned, cratered soil littered with corpses. Smoke wafted off of several of them. The bodies that weren’t charred had the fern-like fractal patterns common to lightning strike victims. Those lines were black, and the tissue around them was blue and purple from all of the ruptured vessels beneath.

Two more alerts came through back-to-back. A masked group of crawlers attacked campers in Montana, and another attacked in Nevada.

“Holy shit,” Intern Enforcer Wilson gasped. 

She was looking at her phone, so I guessed she had just read the same notifications I did.

Before any of us could comment, one of the full-time enforcers shouted, “the Butler blockade is down!”

The office cheered, but it was subdued and halfhearted given the hour.

“Does that mean we can leave soon?” Megan asked.

“Don’t get your hopes up,” Saito answered. 

“The other blockades are starting to come down too,” she said. “Probably afraid their gate is next on the hit list.”

That seemed logical to me. If I were one of the campers, I would have done the same math and decided to quit. From what I was reading, the gates that got hit never had the chance to surrender. They might not have even seen their deaths coming.

My phone vibrated.

“Are you okay?” Beth asked.

I told her I was fine and not to worry about me. I was in the office and not in the field.

An hour later, Grensmith knocked on my desk to wake me up. Megan needed an extra knock before she stirred. 

“We’re done for the night,” he said. “All the blockades are down. See you for your shift-” he made a show of checking the time on his phone. “-later today. Go get some sleep.”

Megan still hadn’t opened her eyes, but her head was up. “That’s it? It’s over?”

Grensmith laughed. “Nope, but it’s changed, and for the worse. Vigilante crawlers? This is going to tie us up for years.”

“At least there are no imminent surges,” Saito mumbled.

Shaking his head at Saito, Grensmith said, “High-level system creations killed normal people, and so far we have no idea who they are or where they went. Those creations are crawlers, but that still sounds an awful lot like a surge to me.”

Saito dropped his head.

Grensmith nodded. “Yep. See you soon.”

The dungeon gate portal was back online but bereft of inventory. Every gate was scheduled to be cleared. And gunmen weren’t threatening to let a B-ranked gate surge in our backyard.

We quietly collected our things and followed the growing stream of CDM employees heading out of the building. Megan stopped a few feet from the door. She seemed to think. She checked her phone and thought some more.

“I’m just sleeping here,” she said and spun on her heel.

When I got to my car, I considered doing the same. 

I could smell the squid dungeon even before I opened the door, and I was afraid to experience what happened when I did. But my bed wasn’t far.

My couch, I mean. Beth was still using my room.



When my alarm went off for my Monday morning start, my head throbbed and my eyes hurt. My poor sleep habits caught up with me a while ago, but the emergency shift to deal with the blockades made the exhaustion exponentially worse. As I rallied the strength to get up, I made the classic mistake of checking the news before ever lifting my head from my pillow.

Seven CDM employees in total had died in the crawler attacks. None were in Pennsylvania, but it was hard not to feel like that could have been me. I wouldn’t have stood a chance either if I were assigned to one of those sites.

I also realized Grensmith was right. The immediate problem was no longer an issue, but this was far from over.

Beth must have heard my phone. She came out of my room and didn’t wait for me to finish sitting up before hugging me.

“I told you. I’m fine.”

“So?” Beth asked, her voice muffled by my t-shirt.

This was nice. I considered Nathan my family, but a hug from my little sister gave me a different kind of peace. I hadn’t realized how much I could miss something as small as a hug.

“I have to get ready for work,” I said. “Thank you for worrying about me.”

“They’re not even giving you a day to recover?”

“Dungeon gates don’t care about work-life balance.”

“Still. See you tonight?” she asked. “Or do you think you’ll get called in for a gate?”

“I’m pretty sure we sold every single open gate in the state yesterday. I doubt there will be any surge risks for at least the next few days.”

“Okay, good. I’ll get to see you for a few hours before my shift.”

“I hope so. Don’t bank on me getting out at a normal hour, though, okay? Don’t schedule your day around me.”

Beth nodded.

A few minutes later, she handed me a cup of tea on my way to the door.

“Aw, thank you. You didn’t have to do that.”

She shrugged and hugged me again.

My email pinged every few seconds on my entire drive to work. They all looked like gate details and related supplemental information, but I wasn’t sure why I was receiving them.

Grensmith solved that mystery shortly after I sat at my desk. In response to the deaths of CDM employees at the hands of crawlers, the agency was coming down hard on all crawlers. For the indefinite future, we were stepping up enforcement to an extreme. 

Normally, we wouldn’t send someone to a rural gate to confirm if the crawlers hung their crawler parking permits from their rearview mirrors correctly, but we were instructed to write citations for every and any violation we found.

Did they park far enough from the road? Did they park in an appropriate place? Were their vehicle inspections and registrations up to date? Were all of their weapons properly secured, or did they leave a shortsword in their back seat? Did they litter near or around the gate, even a single cigarette butt?

We weren’t likely to encounter crawlers because they would be running the dungeon when we arrived, but if we did, we were instructed to inform them that the CDM was looking for leads on the masked crawlers, and we would be relentless with inspections until they were identified.

Megan and I were paired together. While I liked the idea of unsupervised fieldwork, directing us to lightly threaten crawlers made me wish Chapman or Grensmith would be looking over my shoulder. When they were present, my being forced to do these things for my job was more obvious to the crawlers.

I would have also been fine with Enforcer McDouglas, but he was deployed somewhere else in the state, apparently.

As we walked to the car, Megan said, “You look frustrated.”

“Once upon a time, I thought the CDM would be a great way to network in the crawling industry.”

She laughed. “Is there a term for the opposite of networking?”

“Rampant self-sabotage, maybe?”

“At least we only have E gates,” she added. “I would not want to be writing parking tickets to crawlers running C and B gates.”

Megan had a point. I would not want to do that either and was thankful I wasn’t.

But if I stuck with the CDM for my career, I would have to do it someday.
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Wolf Girl Evolution[Tails, Teeth, and Too Much Food!]





She's a wolf. She's a girl. And she's going to evolve.

Luna is a pup with an appetite bigger than the world.

Sweetly optimistic, endlessly gluttonous, and ruthless when she has to be. 

To eat, and grow, and adventure – she will endure, evolve, and grow!

She might be a small pup, but her dream is big:

To taste everything that ever was or will be!

And nothing will stop her – friend or foe!

Beware... she nibbles on your toe!





What to Expect:

Gluttonous wolf pup | Cozy chaos | LitRPG growth | Magic & evolutions | Slice of life + World Munching | Weak → OP



Release Schedule: 5 chapters/week















                

                We were on our sixth gate and thirty-seventh citation when Megan and I encountered our first group of crawlers. At the previous gate, I mentioned that we might get lucky that day and not see a single one. She hissed that I would jinx it. Turned out that she was right.

Megan shot me a glare as four men and one woman, all in well-worn plate and chainmail armor, stomped toward us the moment they exited the gate.

The man in the lead had a long gray beard and bushy eyebrows to match. I assumed he was the party captain. “Can I help you folks?” he asked.

“We’re CDM Enforcers, sir,” Megan replied.

“I can see that. What are you doing here?”

“In light of the recent CDM casualties, we’ve been instructed to step up enforcement to keep our people safe,” I said, parroting a line the agency gave us.

“We’re rule followers, so I don’t understand what you would be writing.”

“Full explanations for infractions will be in the citation,” Megan answered.

“Now wait a minute.”

“What’s your crawler identification number?” I asked.

He sighed and gave it to me. I added it to the batch of citations Megan and I collaboratively assembled from poking away at our tablets.

“Feel like a big man, son?” the crawler said to me, moving uncomfortably close.

It was my turn to sigh. “You are obligated to respond to your citations within seven calendar days. I’m sending them to your crawler account now.”

As we returned to our car, the crawler looked at his phone.

“A broken taillight?” he yelled. “Improper parking distance? What is this shit?”

“It’s all explained in the citation, sir,” I replied.

“No, you stop right there.” He stomped toward us. “This is harassment. I wanna see your IDs.”

Megan and I held up our badges. He took pictures of them both and then backed up to take a photo that included our faces.

“What are you two playing at? I’ve been on dozens of gate sites over the years and haven’t heard of half of these bullshit infractions.”

“As I said, we have been instructed to increase enforcement,” I repeated.

“We’re working people. We can’t afford all these fines.”

“I can’t do anything about that, sir.”

He stepped into my face. “The hell you can’t.”

The other crawlers from the party ran over. “Pop! No. It isn’t worth it. Let them go.”

“You think because I’m old I can’t work you over?” he snarled at me, his nose nearly touching mine. “Why don’t you try your luck? See if your level is higher than mine, huh?”

I could read, so I already knew from his gate registration that he was a level 7 barbarian.

“I should advise you there’s a dashcam recording at all times.” Megan pointed into our windshield. “Step back, and we’ll forget that you threatened a CDM Enforcer just now.”

The crawler narrowed his eyes once more and stepped back. He jerked away from his party’s attempts to physically control him.

We got in the car. I was in the driver’s seat.

“Fucking prick,” Megan hissed as she tapped her tablet so hard I thought she might put her pointer finger right through it. “‘Why don’t you try your luck?’ Real tough guy asshole.”

“What are you doing?”

“Give me a second.”

She lifted her head. “You should put the car in drive,” she said, watching the group of crawlers a few dozen feet away.

“Why…”

“He’s about to… Yep. Beautiful. He’s reading that I cited him for threatening a government employee.”

Megan clapped and cackled.

“Suck on that, redneck Santa.”

***

We were on our way back to the office a little before 7 p.m. 

Megan and I were exhausted from the day and the broader ordeal, so neither of us talked. We listened to a random talk news station. It was the first thing on the radio, and neither of us wanted to fuss with finding a better station. Who the hell still listened to radio, anyway?

Whoever had this car before us, apparently. Megan bet it was Chapman, saying she seemed like the kind of person who would listen to AM talk radio. When I asked her to explain what kind of person that was, she insisted it was obvious without giving me a single specific.

A single voice talked endlessly:

“...it’s simple class warfare. Gates are expensive to deliberately box out a blue-collar man or woman from climbing the ladder. Citizen soldiers freed us from the British. Citizen crawlers saved our country while the communists on the other side of the world let theirs burn. Even something as benign as cannabis, the everyman fought for it to be legal, and then only venture capitalists could afford to be in the business. Don’t have a few million dollars handy? Can’t afford gate fees just like you can’t afford a grow license.”

Megan turned it off. “We don't need anyone to tell us the gate system is rigged. We already know.”

“What if I were a strict company man and thought that was suspicious?” 

“Am I wrong?”

“I think people protect their interests, but I also understand why it's set up like it is.”

“You're okay with gates being pay-to-play?” Megan asked.

“Come on. I didn't say that. It for sure sucks. I'm just not prepared to say all of it sucks by intentional design.”

“Does it matter?”

“I don't know,” I said. “People being accidentally shitty is a little better than people choosing to be shitty.”

“Okay, fine.”

After a long silence, I added, “I'm up for alternative crawling and leveling ideas, by the way. If there's a way to improve my odds even the tiniest amount, I would be interested.”

“What do you mean?”

“I don't need to get rich, but a few months of not being stressed out of my head by bills would be cool. That's why I want crawler money.”

“That's all the bigger your motivation is? Money?”

“I like the challenge and the rush of crawling, but…”

Megan leaned over. “...but?”

“I don't know who or what I want to be. I was pretty sheltered as a kid, so I didn't know what my options in life really looked like until I moved out. At that point, surviving was the only thing that mattered. Not a lot of time to plan or to weigh your options.”

“How does that turn into crawling?”

“The CDM gave me an interview,” I answered. “So I tried to figure out a plan based on that. If the electricians’ or carpenters’ union had given me a chance, I would have planned around those. I want enough money that I can sit down and actually think for once, you know?”

“Stability.”

“Yeah.”

“The money comment was mean,” Megan said. “I'm sorry.”

“I wasn't offended.”

Megan looked out the window. “We need investors.”

I laughed.

“I’m not joking. Seed money. Some capital to get a team or guild going.”

“Everything I know about that comes from some scammy YouTube gurus,” I admitted. “I wouldn't say no to that path, but who do we ask?”

“That's where I got stuck too,” she answered. “Established parties fail on those pitches all the time. I don't know what I could ever bring to the table that they can't.”

“I once did the math on how much money I would need to get to China to train,” I said, laughing. “Fly to Japan. Hire a boat. Run gates for a few years where there's no competition.”

“You'd die.”

“That was my conclusion as well.”

Megan joined me in laughing and collected herself after. “You know people actually do that though, right? You can book training excursions with high-level parties, and they go out of country to get access to more gates.”

“I'm not surprised.”

Her cheeks suddenly went red. “If we're admitting embarrassing things, I took a serious look at gate crashing.”

“How serious?”

“Umm… Enough.”

“Enough for…?”

“Promise not to tell?” She asked.

“Promise.”

Megan chewed her cheek as if reconsidering whether or not to tell me. “The crashing guides say thirty-minute runs, but there's a stretch of land that straddles Pennsylvania and New York. Any gate that appears in that area is one hour and fifteen minutes away from the nearest CDM field office.”

“Clever. If you get lucky with where a gate appears, you're guaranteed that much time to crawl. Where did the plan break down?”

“Breaking the law is expensive. I'd have to get there, live there, and have transportation, ideally a solid off-roader or a good truck and an ATV. That's a lot to only get away with it for a few months before someone catches on.”

“All solid problems,” I agreed. “If you have a stroke of inspiration on this at some point, tell me. I'd be happy to do the same.”

“Deal.”

***

“Are there any suspects?” Nathan asked, eating another spoonful of cereal.

“Not that I’m aware of,” I answered. I sank into the couch cushions and released a long exhale. “This is me theorizing and not insider info that I'm leaking, but the CDM is after forty-six decent-level crawlers across seven states. If the crawlers were smart, none of them raided gates in their home state. That leaves a giant pool of potential suspects. Too giant.”

“And guildies won't rat.”

“Probably not.”

“Do you think the government has a special forces crawler team?” Nathan asked, half-joking. “Some clandestine crew of all level 40s that can beat down even the most famous crawlers?”

“I kind of hope so.”

“Right?” Nathan munched another bite. “If a crawler goes on a rampage, it’d be nice if someone could stop them.”

“Can I ask you something strange?”

“Yes.”

“Why did you get into HVAC work?” I asked.

Nathan looked at me with an eyebrow raised. “Huh?”

“I'm serious.”

“Uhh… so I could buy food? You were there for this.”

“Are you passionate about it?”

Tilting his head, he said, “I am passionate about eating. I guess you could describe it that way.”

“No, I mean HVAC being a passion.”

“You okay?” he asked. “No, bro. I am not ‘passionate’ about air conditioning. I don’t hate it. The work is interesting sometimes. But it’s still work.”

“So, it’s not weird that I went into crawling for the money?” 

“I mean, it’s dangerous. That’s crazy to me, but so is joining the Army or being a firefighter. For all the crawling streams we’ve watched, I figured you had at least an interest in it.”

I nodded.

Nathan set his dirty bowl in the sink. “Are we still going down to visit Beth on her shift?” 

“You just ate a bowl of cereal.”

“And…?”

I grimaced. “You’re going to drink beer on top of that?”

“Yep.”

“That’s gross, man.”

“Are we going or not?” he pressed.

We eventually arrived at Deerskull Saloon. At 9 p.m. on a Monday, it wasn’t particularly busy, but a few people sat at the bar, and a handful of the dining room tables were taken. Beth smiled when she saw us come in and offered us a seat. 

“Bar is fine,” Nathan answered.

I nodded that I agreed. “How’s the night so far?” I asked Beth.

“Been a little slow, but it’s not bad. I’ll probably get cut early.”

“No worries. Just text me, and I’ll come back to get you if we’ve left already.”

She smiled. “I might get a break here soon. If I do, I’ll come sit with you for a bit.”

“Don’t feel like you have to,” I said. “We know you’re working.”

“You good, man?” Nathan asked as we both claimed seats at the bar. “You’re acting like something’s bothering you.”

I crossed my arms and leaned on the bar. “I don’t know what the hell I’m doing. One day, I feel like gaining a few levels is getting me closer to something good, but then half the city reminds me that the levels don’t really help me because I’m stuck being CDM.”

Frowning, Nathan said, “I read all the same career shit as you, and I had your original takeaway. Work hard and you can get a good gig crawling. I feel duped on your behalf by what it’s really like.”

Nathan held up two fingers to the bartender. 

“Whatever’s on tap,” Nathan added before turning back to me. “You’re only a few months in. If you ride out the internship and don’t like it, bail. You’ll have a few levels, and that will make your life easier no matter what you decide.”

“For once, I want to pick a point in the distance and actually get there, you know?”

“I hear you.”

“You’re right, though,” I admitted. “Six months isn’t all bad, considering. I need to be applying for something new in the next month or so if I want a shot at having a new job by then.”

Nathan smiled when our beers arrived and gave the bartender an appreciative nod. 

“Thanks for listening. I know I’ve been talking in circles.”

He shrugged nonchalantly. I knew Nathan didn’t mind, but ever since we met, I always worried that the next moment would be the one where he realized I was nothing but annoying deadweight. That feeling appeared when we first met, and I had carried it ever since. No matter how many times Nathan showed up for me, I expected him to leave my life for good at any second.

“You’re Beth’s brothers?” An older man in a black polo stood across the bar from Nathan and me. 

Before I could answer, Nathan did. “Yep.”

“I’m Dale. I’m the GM here. We’re happy to have her. She’s a good kid. Hard worker. Actually shows up.” He chuckled a little bit for that last part. Though he said it with the tone of a joke, I got the sense it really wasn’t.

“She seems to like it,” I said.

“Happy to hear that. Well, I didn’t mean to interrupt. Just wanted to introduce myself.”

Nathan raised his glass slightly. “You’re a good dude, Dale.”

Our conversation lulled as we watched football highlights on the television over the bar. Neither of us followed the sport, but for some reason, it was the most interesting thing in the world to us if it was on in a bar.

Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a familiar face.

“Fuuuuck me,” I said, turning sharply and dipping my head as if I could hide behind my own shoulders.

Nathan looked around. “What?”

“The guy with the beard that just came in. I wrote him like $2,700 worth of citations today, and then my partner cited him for threatening a CDM Enforcer. That’s $2,500 alone and could cost him his crawler license.”

“Nice to hear you’re making friends.”

“It’s not funny. He didn’t seem all that stable.”

Peeking around me, Nathan said, “Well, he hasn’t noticed you. So maybe you’re good. Welp. Now he noticed you.”

“Is he coming over?”

“Uh huh.”

A nubby finger jabbed my shoulder repeatedly. “Hey, jagoff. Remember me?”

“Listen. I’m an intern. I don’t even get to decide when I use the bathroom.”

“Could’ve decided not to bend me over and ruin my life,” he said, leaning an elbow onto the bar when I didn’t turn to address him. “Could lose my license because of you.”

“I understand you’re upset. This isn’t going to help.”

“Ever hear what they say about a cornered animal?”

Nathan stood. “Dude. Let me get you a beer, and we can all cool off.”

The crawler pointed at Nathan. “I don’t wanna hear another word out of you.”

“Not even if those words are ‘free beer?’”

Reaching over me, the crawler shoved Nathan with one hand. In addition to the force of the push, Nathan’s foot caught on the leg of a barstool as he fell backward. He tried to catch himself on a small table, but he only succeeded in bringing it down with him. That included the two drinks and basket of fries sitting on it.

“What the fuck, man?” I yelled as I shoved the crawler back with both hands. 

I recognized too late that I did exactly what he wanted me to do. He stepped one foot back to resist the shove and threw a haymaker.

I leaned to the side to duck it. He came back with another, and I slipped that too. Having 10 dexterity was pretty cool, I remember myself thinking for a brief, foolish second.

The crawler lunged at me with both hands as every vein in his body tensed and bulged. His eyes were crazed, and his grin stretched into something horrifically gleeful.

I twisted and pulled to escape his grip, but I couldn’t overpower a level 7 Berserk, and dodging wasn’t possible with him holding me in place. Pulling me in suddenly, he slammed his forehead forward. 

I heard my nose crunch, and my world turned into a swirl of white light.

That was my first ever fistfight. I was simultaneously keenly aware that my life was in danger and that I needed to do something about it while also having no fucking idea what was happening. 

My body smashed into something hard, and the chaos paused. I swam through the fog and tried to deduce where I was.

The floor. This was definitely the floor. A woman was screaming. My hands came into focus. Oh boy, that was a lot of blood.

A few male voices joined the woman, and then Beth’s face was in front of mine.

“We need to get you to the hospital,” she said, helping me sit up against the wall. 

“You’re not leaving until the cops get here,” Dale gruffed. 

“Look at him!”

“You leave, and I’ll tell them you fled the scene.”

I raised a hand to try and calm Beth. “It’s fine. It’s fine.”

Nathan sat on the edge of a booth with his legs in the aisle. He held a bloody towel to the back of his head. With a wince, he gave me a thumbs-up.

As my vision stabilized, I saw that this corner of the bar looked like it had seen an all-out brawl. The edge of the wooden bar was smashed in, leaving splinters and sharp points behind. Several chairs and tables were broken. Shattered glass was everywhere and crunched endlessly as people moved about.

Two police officers arrived and sighed at the wreckage of the scene.

“Ambulance is on its way,” one said. “Try not to move.”

“Cancel it,” I wheezed. “I can’t pay for it.”

“Sir, to do that, we have to-”

“I consent and take responsibility or whatever else I have to say. Cancel it, please.”

The same officer turned to look at Nathan. He gave the cop a thumbs-up.

Nathan’s first thumbs up was reassuring, but two in a row didn’t seem like a good sign. No normal person thumbs-upped that often.

We each gave our statements, which may have taken a couple of minutes or a couple of hours. I couldn’t tell. We weren’t under arrest but were advised we would need to appear in court to contest the fines for property damage and for disturbing the peace. One of the officers hinted that being CDM made that a slam dunk in my favor. As soon as a judge saw that a crazed crawler attacked a government employee, that would be the end of the hearing.

“Where are your keys?” Beth asked. “I’ll drive you two to the hospital.”

With an extreme amount of effort, I fished them out of my pocket.
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                We waited three hours in the emergency room to be seen, which was apparently what prioritizing potential brain injuries looked like. Otherwise, we might have been there until the next morning.

Nathan had a concussion and needed five stitches where the back of his head hit the floor. 

My nose was broken. The doctors set and packed it but advised me to see a specialist as soon as I could. My septum wasn’t likely to heal properly, so if I liked breathing out of my nose, I had best get it fixed before the nose healed and made the problem permanent.

I also had a concussion, two cracked ribs, and my left knee and ankle were sprained. 

Beth waited with us the entire time. When Nathan and I had both been seen, we limped back to my car, and Beth drove us home.

“We need to talk about Beth being ride or die,” Nathan groaned from the backseat. 

“Yeah, thanks for driving us,” I said.

Nathan laughed and then needed a minute to collect himself. “Bro… No. You didn’t see?”

“See what?” I asked from the passenger seat.

“She smashed that dude with a chair.”

“Huh?”

“Okay, follow along closely,” Nathan grumbled. “She picked up a chair. She then proceeded to use said chair as a weapon to strike that little bitch of a biker in the back of the head.”

I looked over at Beth.

She shrugged.

“You didn’t have to do that,” I said.

“Yeah, I did. You want me to just sit by and watch someone kill you?”

“I’m supposed to be protecting you, and you could have gotten really hurt. He was level 7.”

Beth rolled her eyes. “What can I do for you two when we get home? Ice packs? Tea? Soup?”

“Hold my phone to my ear while I call off, and then I’m good,” Nathan answered.

“I just need to sleep for a few hours,” I said. “If you could drive me to work after that, that would be great.”

“You’re going into work?”

“It’s a bad look for an intern to have attendance issues.”

“I think they would understand,” she argued.

“Can’t risk it. I need the job too much. I’ll manage.”

“You’re ridiculous.”

I tried to adjust how I sat and waited ten seconds for the blinding pain in my ribs to subside. “I’m surprised mom and dad let you get your driver’s license.”

“I don’t know what you mean,” Beth replied.

“I had to get my own after I moved out.”

“Yeah…” 

“What?”

“I don’t technically have a driver’s license,” she said. 

“Jesus Christ, Beth.”

In the backseat, Nathan laughed and then wheezed a little bit.



By the time I left for work in the morning–using a rideshare app, by the way–I had two black eyes. I walked slowly and with a limp. My ribs hurt if I let my left arm move, so I held it stiff to my body and tried to breathe shallowly enough to avoid aggravating it. Some of the swelling in my face had gone down a little bit, so I had that going for me at least.

“What happened to you?” Megan asked when she got to her desk. “Did you do a cull last night?”

“Nah.”

“You don’t seem like the bar-fighting type.”

I shrugged and regretted it.

“Oh my god. It was a bar fight?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

I got a text from Enforcer Grensmith, asking me to see him as soon as I could.

Standing slowly, I forced my stiff body to cross the office floor. I knocked.

“It’s open!” I heard from inside.

Grensmith’s office was small to begin with, but piles and piles of overstuffed manila folders and blue binders made it seem even smaller.

He looked up at me when I opened the door. “Maybe I should have come to you instead.”

“It’s fine.”

“You haven’t been here long, but I was surprised to see your name on a police report this morning.”

“Sir,” I began. “Please don’t fire me. I promise it won’t happen again.”

“Relax. You’re not getting fired, and you won’t be charged with anything either. Same goes for your sister, though you might want to caution her about jumping in like that. Anyway, as soon as I told the police you cited that crawler earlier that day, they knew what this was.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re not the first to get cold-cocked by an irate crawler. With the way things are going, definitely won’t be the last either.”

I listened and sat as still as I could. As long as I held this exact position without the slightest bit of movement, my ribs felt mostly okay.

“This isn’t a punishment, but when this happens, you get put on desk duty indefinitely,” Grensmith explained. “Once you’re healed up, a physician and a psychologist have to clear you before you go back into the field.”

“Is there a chance they don’t clear me?”

“That’s the wrong way to think about it. The point is that we want you to get healthy, so don’t rush this. In these cases, it’s not uncommon to talk to someone about what you went through. The agency offers in-house resources for that. It’s not out of your pocket.”

“Okay.”

“I’m required to advise you that retribution of any kind is a felony. You are not to contact or seek out the crawler or any of their family or associates. This is one of those no-tolerance rules. A few months before you, I had to fire a guy for going on Instagram after an incident and trash-talking the crawler he cited. Let the authorities handle it.”

“Understood.”

Grensmith looked me over for a few seconds. “Barbarians are a son of a bitch, huh?”

I chuckled.

“Did you drive here this morning?”

“Got a ride.”

“Alright,” Grensmith said, standing. “At a minimum, you get three days off after a crawler incident. Before you freak out, those are paid. Come on. I’ll give you a ride home.”

Instead of making me walk all the way to the parking garage, Grensmith had me wait out front so he could pick me up. While I waited, I sent Beth a text to let her know I was coming home early. 

“I don’t know what they expected to happen,” he said as we waited for a stoplight to change. “After a few years, you see that it’s the same cycle of bullshit problems. It’s inevitable that at least a few enforcers take it in the teeth when this over-the-top citation nonsense comes up. No E-gate crawler is massacring a dozen civilians in one go. Why make new problems by going after them?”

I got the impression Grensmith was venting, so I didn’t reply.

“A level 16 brawler ripped my arm off outside a gate once. That’s not an exaggeration. His party had a white mage who wasn’t a jerk, and he put it back on before it was too late. But that’s the most scared I’ve ever been.”

“Wow.”

“I just want you to know that I get how much this sucks,” Grensmith said. “No one would blame you if this turned you off to enforcing, but that would be a shame. You’ve shown promise, and I think you could become a solid enforcer if you stuck with it.”

“Thank you.”

“If you do decide to quit, come see me first. If you email your notice or stop coming to work, I can’t help you. Give me the heads-up, and we’ll make sure you have health insurance until you’re fully healed.”

“That’s a big relief. Appreciate that.” 

And it really was. I hadn’t thought far enough ahead to decide what I was going to do, but knowing I wouldn’t lose my health insurance in the middle of this mess was a comfort.

“Happy to do it. If you do decide to stay with the agency, there’s a combat program you qualify for now. Yes, it’s stupid that they offer that training after you get your ass kicked, but it exists and is there if you want it. The CDM won’t tell you about it or offer it, but if you’re interested, I can show you how to apply.”

“Combat, like self-defense?”

“Yep.”

I laughed. “Yeah. That would have been nice to have before this.”

“That’s government for you.”

“This is me,” I said as we pulled up in front of my apartment building.

“You good to get up the stairs?”

“Yeah, thank you, though.”

Beth appeared at the passenger door to help me out.

“Were you waiting out here for me?” I asked.

“Don’t worry about it.”

“Check in Thursday with an update on how you feel,” Grensmith said, leaning across the console to speak. “Do what the doctors say to do.”

I didn’t need to be carried up the stairs or anything, but Beth being nearby saved me from a few stumbles. My legs tired more quickly than I expected. I had made this climb hundreds of times over the years, but that day it felt like summiting a mountain.

“I’m glad they sent you home,” Beth said as she held the door open for me.

“Me too.”

“Can I get you anything?”

“I’m alright for now.”

“Nathan was up for a little bit, but he went back to bed.”

The process of lying down on the couch was full of sharp, blinding pains, but once I was properly horizontal, I could relax my muscles and exist with relatively little agony.

“Are you still working tonight?” I asked.

Beth shook her head. “I got fired.”

“Beth, I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t be,” she insisted. “You didn’t start the fight.”

“Still.”

“It’s fine. I’ll get another one. I’m going to make you some tea. Are you hungry? Can I get you something to eat?”

“Just tea. Thank you.”

I fell asleep before she was back from the kitchen.



“Hey,” Beth whispered. “Sorry to wake you. One of your coworkers is here to see you.”

“Huh?”

“She said her name is Megan. She seems worried. Should I tell her to come back another time?”

“Would it be weird if I didn’t sit up?”

Beth shook her head. I looked over her shoulder and saw that it was dark out.

“Okay. Let her in.”

I heard the rustle of plastic bags and the gentle thud of items being set on the kitchen table. 

“Gray, I’m so sorry,” Megan said as she entered the room. “I wish you would have told me it was the crawler from before. This is my fault.”

“No, it’s not. We both wrote him up.”

“But I pushed it at the end just to stick it to him.”

“It’s not your fault,” I repeated.

Megan looked down on me, frowning. 

“I’m Beth, by the way,” my sister said, offering to shake Megan’s hand. “I’m his sister.”

“Oh, you’re the sister. I thought you might be the girlfriend.”

“Ew. No. Gross.”

“I’m Megan. It’s nice to meet you.” Returning her attention to me, Megan added, “I brought you a bunch of snacks. I didn’t know what you liked, so there’s a variety.”

“Thank you.”

“Can I do anything else? I want to help.”

My phone vibrated. Bending only my wrist and moving nothing else except for my eyes, I read a text from Nathan:

“ask her to get me some snacks please”

“Actually,” I began as I put my phone down. “My roommate was with me and tried to stop it. He might like some snacks or something if you didn’t mind.”

Beth stood and went to Nathan’s door on Megan’s behalf, knocking gently. “Hey. If you’re up, someone Dor works with is here. She brought snacks.”

“I don’t want to impose,” he replied, cracking the door.

“It’s not imposing at all!” Megan said, speaking loudly enough for Nathan to hear.

Nathan gingerly entered the living room. I had no doubt that he was bruised and sore from last night, but we had been friends long enough for me to know when he was playing something up.

“I assume they’re in the kitchen?” he asked. “Do you mind if I help myself?”

Megan was across the room in a blink. “Absolutely not. Sit down, and I’ll bring everything to you. I’m Megan, by the way.”

“Nathan. And that’s really alright.”

“I insist.”

“Okay.”

With his eyes closed, Nathan slowly lowered himself into one of our chairs. He opened one eye, caught mine, and closed it again.

Was he really asking me to wingman right now? That was a dumb question. I knew that he was. My initial enthusiasm for the effort was admittedly low, but Nathan stuck up for me with that crawler and got a concussion and stitches for the trouble. I was duty-bound to aid him.

“Nathan’s been pretty busy climbing the ladder,” I said. “This’ll be the first string of days off he’s had in a while.”

Megan came into the living room with her plastic bag full of snack foods. “Climbing the ladder where?”

Nathan shook his head. “It’s nothing exciting. I’m pretty close to being a full-fledged union member, is all. Two more months. HVAC.”

She held the bag open for him to look inside. “Take anything you want.”

“Is that beef jerky?”

Smiling, she fished it out and offered it to Nathan.

“I love you, and that’s not just the concussion talking,” he said.

Megan laughed. “Can I have a piece?”

“You were hoping none of us wanted it so you could have it,” Nathan accused with a grin.

“Who sees beef jerky and doesn’t want a piece?”

Nathan answered, “I love you, and that’s not just the concussion talking.”

And Megan laughed even harder.

My phone vibrated, and I was thankful. Reading a screen helped me to tune out the increasingly gag-inducing flirting happening just inches away from my clammy feet. I really wanted to take my socks off and let them breathe, but I couldn’t take that gamble with company over.

“Should we leave them alone?” Beth asked. 

She did an astoundingly bad job of hiding her smile when I looked at her over my shoulder. Her head went back down as she typed.

“You don’t have a crush on that girl or something, right?”

“No, I’m good.”

“Are you sure?”

“I promise. They might actually be kind of good for each other.”

“You doing okay?”

“Yeah.”

“I’ll start looking for a new job first thing in the morning.”

“You’ll find something. Don’t put too much pressure on yourself.”

“Same goes for you.”

“Alright, alright.”

“Would it be rude to turn something on?”

“Please do.”

Beth put down her phone and picked up the remote to begin aimlessly browsing. Out of habit, I clicked to Reddit on my phone. My head hurt too much to read, so I closed it right away.

I caught a post title as it minimized and immediately went back to check.

“LootLootLouis is running an S-ranked dungeon in the Netherlands,” I said aloud. “They’re only thirty minutes in.”

“You can stay and watch with us if you want,” Nathan offered Megan.

“I don’t want to be in the way while you guys are trying to rest.”

“You won’t be. This is a normal night for us. Do you mind, Dor?”

“Anyone who brings snacks can stay and watch television,” I said.

Nathan smiled. “See?”

“What kind of dungeon is it?” Megan asked as she sat on the floor. I noticed she chose a spot very near to Nathan.

“I didn’t see. Let me pull it up.”

Megan gasped when the stream loaded.
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Reborn With a Magic System





[Winner in the April 2025 Royal Road Writathon challenge]

Damion Wells has died, but he has been given the chance at a new life.

In a new world filed with adventure, danger, and magic. 

Will Damion rise to his potential with the help of the Magic System and become the greatest mage ever?

Or will his own impatience get him killed before he even relearns to walk?

*

*

What to expect

Regular releases - Monday through Friday

Slow, but steady world building.

A protagonist that doesn't always instantly kill something, though he will have his moments.

Light LitRPG, no overwhelming you with damage numbers and stats

Third person POV

No harem, profanity only when it means something, no explicit scenes.

 

 















                

                S-rank gates are fairly rare. An area the size of Pennsylvania sees one or two per decade at most. The monsters inside a gate of that level are living natural disasters. Many historians argue that the fall of South America began when an S-ranked gate opened in Rio de Janeiro. A legendary basilisk appeared in the middle of the city when no one could close the gate. 

Its petrifying gaze made the ruins of Rio legendarily haunting, littering the streets with stone victims, but most people died from the poison gas it secreted through its skin.

A normal basilisk was about the size of a train car, making it large but far from the largest monster. Legendary basilisks were two to three times that size. The real problem, though, was that basilisks were highly territorial. No one could get to any of the dungeon gates in its domain–which was effectively the whole city at that point–and those gates started to surge as well. The fall of the continent cascaded from there.

In addition to the power of the monsters inside, S-ranked dungeons were difficult to clear because they could be unpredictably bizarre and have extreme variations in how long they remained open. 

Every other gate remained open for nine days before it surged. 

An S gate with a tower-climb-style dungeon was once open for a month, while a boss-rush-style S gate was only open for four days. The energy signatures satellites used to detect gates also revealed how long until they surged, by the way. That’s how we knew the duration ahead of time.

LootLootLouis and his party stood on a grand island floating in the stars. Above them, dozens more islands hovered in midair, connected by walkways and staircases made of quartz. The view from below was limited, but at least a few of the islands had castle-like structures on them, while others looked like wild, overgrown forests.

Other than those islands, there was nothing but stars stretching infinitely in every direction. Even through the lens of a streamer’s camera, looking over the edge of a cliff and seeing stars below tickled a unique sort of primitive panic for me. 

When we tuned in, the party had just killed several winged humanoids, all capable of casting lethal elemental spells. They were the same black as the sky, making them difficult to track in the chaos of a fight. From what chatters were saying, Louis and company had been ambushed by this kind of monster early on and now knew to watch the skies diligently.

For most streams, Louis would respond to chat and banter with party members as a crawl progressed. That wasn’t happening here. The stream was running, but Louis ignored it entirely to focus on the challenge of the dungeon. 

“It’s beautiful…” Beth said, mesmerized by the scenery.

“Seeing that in person must be amazing,” Megan added. “What a rush to experience something like that.”

“You want to run an S gate some day?” Nathan asked.

Megan laughed. “I have a better chance of becoming president. I would love it if I could.”

“Could get a job on a wild wall,” I said. “You could fight an S-ranked monster or two at least. That’s close.”

Beth looked around. “Wild wall?”

I answered, “Crawlers get bounties to watch the line where civilization ends and the wilds begin. Gates are releasing monsters all the time out there, so a few S-ranked monsters inevitably wander too close–if those gates aren’t closed proactively, that is. Usually are, so it's A's and B's.”

Beth followed up with, “Does the XP suck for those too?”

Megan nodded. “Yep. Money’s good, though.”

“I’m reading it’s a twenty-day gate,” Nathan announced.

“Will it take that long to clear?” Beth asked.

“No way to know with an S-gate,” Megan answered. “This crawl might be all anyone talks about for the next week at least.”

Beth blushed suddenly and seemed to shrink. “I’m asking so many questions. I’m sorry.”

Smiling, Megan said, “I didn’t notice. You’re fine.”

From what I could tell, Louis had yet to reach any of the structures in the dungeon. He was still on the island where he first entered, hacking through dense forest punctuated by the occasional meadow where the darkness monsters swooped in to attack.

There was no trail or corridor for him to follow. His party had to decide their own direction and see where they ended up. Sometimes, Louis used a scouting drone on these streams. I got the sense he had already, and we missed it. He was probably conserving the battery for a potentially long run.

Beth spoke softly to me. “A crawl like this makes the demon idea sound not so crazy.”

“That dungeon monsters are biblical demons, you mean?” I asked.

“An awe-inspiring impossible place. Monsters of literal darkness.”

“I still get scared I’m wrong sometimes,” I said, trying not to embarrass Beth.

“That you’ll go to hell?”

“Yep.”

Beth tilted her head. “I didn’t think you had doubts about your beliefs.”

“Whatever part of my brain controls that fear isn’t connected to the part that handles logic. It’s like turning off the lights and worrying that something suddenly emerged from hiding the moment you hit the switch. So many years of being afraid of hell makes it kind of permanent, I think.”

“I thought that was just me.”

I smiled reassuringly. “I’m told it’s pretty universal, actually.”

“Watching this makes me want to be a crawler.”

I sat up to look at her but regretted it. After a few very focused breaths, I said, “You’d probably be good at it.”

“Really?”

“All those goblins you killed? That doesn’t happen by accident. I don’t recommend it as a career path, though.”

“You’re going to figure something out with crawling. I know you will.”

“That’s sweet of you to say,” I replied. “It’d be great if you were right.”



My leave gave me a lot of time to think.

I scrolled through a few postings for guild and crawl team admin positions. Being a crawler manager like Kara over at the Homestead Strikers didn’t really sound all that bad when I admitted to myself I was childishly fixated on having a crawl-career-or-nothing.

Some of the open jobs admittedly paid worse than what I would make at the CDM, but I saw enough over that threshold to feel reasonably optimistic about landing a decent position. 

This was one step closer to quitting crawling for good, I realized. That dream wasn’t dead completely, though. Taking the opportunity to level up would be good for me no matter where I went, and maybe I would get lucky after all and find an invitation from a prestigious guild scout waiting for me one morning. 

My practical plan and my fantasy plan both required the same work from me to succeed: use every opportunity I could to grow and improve with the CDM.

Crawler manager. Harvest site director. Partner liaison. Quartermaster. I had some viable options with the chance at upward mobility. I wouldn’t make crawler money, but aiming for that was naive from the start. My more realistic goals would still make daily life less financially stressful.

I emailed Grensmith at the end of my second day off to let him know that I didn’t need to take more than three. I would be back at my desk on Friday. 

On my third day off, I went to an ear, nose, and throat specialist to get my nose properly set and packed. I had done nothing but mouth-breathe since the fight, waking every night with dry, cracked lips and cottonmouth. Setting my nose didn’t help with that. It only added the pressure of having what felt like a blanket stuffed up my nostrils.

If you’ve never had a blanket shoved up your nose, it isn’t pleasant.

Somewhere in that time, Grensmith replied with instructions for me to report to a different floor entirely Friday morning: B306–records storage.

The basement wasn’t as dark and dingy as I expected. The ceilings were a little low, and the white linoleum in the hallways had a permanent stain down the middle from decades of foot traffic, but the basement wasn’t all boiler rooms and broken lights like it would be on TV. I couldn’t see windows from my cubicle upstairs, and I couldn’t see windows down here either.

The door to B306 was open when I finally found it, so I let myself inside.

“Take your time getting to work every morning?” a woman asked from behind a desk surrounded by green metal filing cabinets and overstuffed shelves. She had the tense face of someone who was perpetually flustered and frustrated at all moments of her life. 

“Oh, my email said 8 a.m. Was that wrong?” my voice had a muffled, nasally quality from all the cotton in my face.

It was 7:55 a.m.

“If you’re not early, you’re late.”

“Okay,” I said, hoping for the conversation to move on.

“They told me you were injured, but they didn’t tell me it was this severe.”

“I’ll be fine.”

She gruffed, “I’m not worried about you. If you get blood on anything, that’s a biohazard, and you’re obligated to report it. Failing to report a biohazard can be a criminal offense, you know.”

“I’ll be vigilant.”

“Nobody appreciates how little body fluid a contagious disease needs.”

I nodded. “How can I help?”

“We have a mandate to digitize our archives. Your job is to scan in paper records, ensure that the text is properly recognized and searchable, and then label the materials with their new serial numbers, at which point they will be transferred to long-term storage.”

Her use of “your” instead of “our” was telling. 

The process was fairly simple. I typed in the name of the document I was about to scan, put page after page on the scanner, confirmed the document was cleanly stored and that the text was searchable, and slapped a new barcode on the old folder.

“Remember that as a CDM employee, you signed a non-disclosure agreement,” she added. “Taking photos or making personal copies of these files is a crime, as is distributing those files.”

“Understood.”

Not that I would have leaked anything regardless, but I doubted that the CDM would assign an intern to a project with truly sensitive materials. 

And then she was gone. I didn’t realize until later that she never introduced herself. 

Whatever.

Being alone in the basement wasn’t all that bad once I got into a groove. I hadn’t seen or heard a single other person on this floor, and miraculously, I got cellphone reception. I turned on the LootLootLouis S gate livestream and let it play in the background as I went about preserving CDM history.

The first two cabinets were all membership records for guilds and crawl teams. The CDM was established in 1962, and the oldest rosters I found were from 1968. A fair few of these crawlers were still alive, but I doubted any were still active.

Name, ID number, class, level, and the length of their membership with their chosen organization–thousands of lines filled full reams of paper. These records were updated annually, it seemed, so I could track the careers of random names across years of crawling careers. I recognized none of the names, so any face and backstory I attached to an entry was purely imaginary.

Still, I couldn’t help but feel proud of Chet Franklin when he finally leveled up to level 16 after idling at level 15 for three years running.

Whenever my ability to entertain myself stumbled, LootLootLouis was there to fill in the gaps. My first day in the records room was the fourth day of the S-ranked crawl. His party spent nearly three days progressing from floating island to floating island before reaching an island with an actual structure.

The flying shadow monsters still attacked regularly any time there was open sky, and chat had taken to calling them “jumpscares.” That’s how everyone, crawlers and viewers, reacted when they attacked. Sometimes, one of the crawlers would spot one early, catching a flicker in the stars where a silhouette passed by, but usually, the monsters were discovered moments before they landed an attack.

Louis’ party was experienced enough that their reaction speed spared them many serious injuries. What they did sustain, the white mage of the party could easily remedy.

Those attacks stopped whenever they were indoors. 

The first structure they encountered was a tower, and from below it appeared that the top floor of the tower joined three floating islands together. At least two of those islands had other towers on them, but the details were difficult to confirm from that low of a vantage point. The towers were too high for a drone to efficiently scout ahead, as well. The party would have to wait until they beat the tower to see what was up there.

So far, that tower was patrolled by constructs forged from meteorite. A few were humanoid in design, but most were more insect-like, twisting and climbing with the agility of centipedes.

The most curious discovery was that these constructs weren’t autonomous. Each one was tied to a small pool of black water that was suspended upside down from the ceiling, defying conventional physics. If a pool was destroyed, any construct associated with it ceased to function.

Strangely, these pools had no visible enchantments or technology. The water rippled and whispered in a strange language, leading some to speculate that these pools weren’t machines but rather sapient monsters commanding soldiers.

I looked forward to watching the stream over the weekend, but I feared that the run would be over before Monday, at which point I would have to find something else to break the silence of B306.
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Flesh Eater [Demon Evolution LitRPG]





Getting reincarnated as a demonic lump of flesh would probably be a nasty shock to most people, but Pyre’s always been good at rolling with the punches. 

Sure, there’s something blocking her soul and most of her memories, and the world she got reincarnated into is barely surviving off the blood of dead titans, but she's not worried. She's just here to level, devour, and get stronger. All of that’s got nothing to do with her. 

Until it does.



What to expect:

- Monster evolution litRPG

- Tank build MC with flesh warping powers

- Amoral demon MC who thinks and behaves like a demon, but grows as the story progresses

- Long-term development and payoffs















                

                I woke to a gentle shaking of my shoulder. 

“Sorry, bro,” Nathan said.

“What time is it?”

“4 a.m., but I thought you’d want to know Louis got to the boss room.”

“Huh? Already?” I slowly worked my way upright. 

My ribs were still sensitive to movement. A day or two into this, however, I accepted that pain was inevitable. I breathed through it like a pregnant woman using Lamaze in the delivery room. When I wasn’t being overly dramatic, I could admit that I was improving steadily each day.

“There’s a chance it isn’t the boss room,” Nathan added as he sat with the television remote. “But Louis was talking like he was pretty certain. Should I have let you sleep?”

“Nope. Do you want some tea?”

“Could kill for a cup. Are you sure you want to move that much?”

One day in the office was more exhausting than I expected. My general wellness levels seemed to regress under the strain, but I didn’t like being helpless. Pain was preferable.

“I’m fine,” I replied.

When I sat back down, Nathan had the stream up. Louis’s party did equipment checks in advance of opening the black iron doors between them and the next room. The doors themselves presented an odd puzzle, however.

They had ringed handles, but those handles were the size of above-ground swimming pools and hung well out of reach of the crawlers. At some point before we tuned in, the party had managed to get a rope around one handle. Their plan was to pull it open, and the way Louis’s party behaved suggested confidence in that plan was mixed.

“What’s going on?” Beth asked, barefoot and wrapped in a comforter.

“Sorry for waking you up,” I said, returning from the kitchen with two cups of tea. “Louis is about to fight an S-ranked boss. Possibly.”

“Oh, yeah?”

Handing Nathan his cup, I offered the other to Beth.

She smiled and accepted it. “Thank you.”

A few minutes later I returned to see that the rope on the handle worked, though the effort the party expended was substantial. Even the frontliners who had the strength stats of demigods bent over to catch their breath. That didn’t seem like the best state for beginning a boss fight, but they formed up and went through the door anyway.

“Did they ID the dungeon?” Beth asked.

Nathan shook his head. “So far, it’s all been new, the monsters and the setting.”

“What does that mean?”

“They’re going in blind,” Nathan answered.

“No, I mean, is the uniqueness itself significant?”

“How would you answer that, Dor?”

I thought. “The novelty and the challenge of the unknown are the only real significance, I think. I’m not aware of any other unique dungeons having broader consequences.”

Nathan held up a finger. “Shh.”

“You asked me to answer!”

“They’re going in!”

The three of us quieted. 

Beyond the door was a floor made from quartz tiles, the same material that formed the stairs and bridges between the floating islands seen previously in the dungeon. The party’s drone was low on battery, but they deployed it anyway. An overhead view was good for viewers because the points of view of individual crawlers could be hard to track in the frantic chaos of a boss battle.

Oddly, though, the drone’s night vision couldn’t penetrate the darkness that surrounded the room. Torches and Nightsight enchantments couldn’t either.

The screen went black, and the crawlers called back and forth to each other. They had only just begun going one by one for health checks when the room suddenly burst to life. The quartz floor was gone, as was the door, and the crawlers were surrounded on every side by stars, above as well as below.

The drone looking down on the crawlers showed that they still stood on something solid even if it was invisible, but the change had spooked a few members of the party. When we saw the crawler POV, it was easy to see why. There was no real frame of reference for anything in the room. Just looking down at your feet gave you the intense sensation of falling. They weren’t, to be clear. The drone confirmed that. But if I could feel that on the other side of the screen, I had to imagine it was exponentially worse in person.

“Movement!” One of the crawlers yelled. “One, no, four jumpscares.”

“I’m tracking three more!” another said.

Then the room went dark again, but the lights hadn’t gone out. There were so many jumpscares closing in on LootLootLouis’s party that they blocked out all the stars.

The drone died. One of the monsters likely destroyed it, but it wasn’t clear if it was deliberate on their part or just part of the chaos.

The shadow monsters attacked from every angle, even below. One of the crawlers looked down, and the floor seemed to writhe with flying enemies. Whatever force made the invisible floor could be penetrated by the jumpscares, but not the other way around. Crawlers couldn’t hurt them until they attempted to reach through.

“I can’t tell what the hell is happening,” Nathan said, squinting. 

Neither could I. The battle was visible for the brief moments when a spell or ability was active, revealing a mob of winged shadow men attacking from everywhere.

LootLootLouis’s party had no shortage of big, flashy spells and abilities to make fights exciting. This boss fight, however, made them impossible to see. The only aspect of the attacks that wasn’t hidden was their sound. Crackles. Explosions. Roars that rivaled jet engines. Water crashing. 

Little by little, more stars shone through. The crawlers were making progress, but at least one member of the party hadn’t made a call in a while. Chat noticed thirty seconds before anyone in LootLootLouis’s party did.

When was the last time we heard from BiggerGinger?

^ It’s been a while.

Too long

dude is dead lol

User has been removed by a moderator.

Okay, he’s never quiet this long. I’m scared, guys.

Big Ging! We believe in you!

When the jumpscares were eliminated, the party spotted BiggerGinger’s remains. The shadow monsters tore him to pieces, leaving only ribbons of flesh and shards of bone behind.

Before any member of the party could fully parse what they were seeing, all the stars in the room converged on a single point, creating the illusion that the whole party fell sideways. 

The starlight melded into the shape of a winged beast. Like the jumpscares, it lacked true definition, so it took the boss spreading its wings for its form to be clear.

A dragon made of starlight.

And it dove at the party.

Like the jumpscares, it could move freely through the invisible floor, so when it dove to attack, it never slowed. It screeched by the crawlers as they dove out of the way. Then the dragon glided beneath them for a moment, preparing a course to climb and attack again. All the while, the room was nothing but void save for the brilliant white outline of the dragon.

The screen froze, and a popup appeared: 

This stream has entered subscriber-only mode. Subscribe to view.

“Assholes!” Nathan shouted.

“They cut us off?” Beth asked.

“Yeah. Louis talked so much shit about never being a streamer that pulled this pay-per-view garbage, and here we are.”

“Might not have been his decision,” I offered. “He’s not running the backend. Could have been his manager or his guild.”

Grumbling, Nathan stood up. “I’m going back to bed.”

Beth looked back and forth between us. “Really?”

I patted her on the back. “It’ll be up on YouTube in a few hours at most.”

“This sucks.”

“Yeah. It’s a part of the crawl stream hustle, unfortunately. At least we got to see the majority of the crawl. Sometimes it’s behind a paywall from the start.”

Beth and her blanket retreated to my room and closed the door.

I was jealous they could go back to sleep so easily. I definitely couldn’t.



The star dragon, as commentators had taken to calling it, took over twenty minutes for the party to kill. On a few occasions, individual crawlers had close calls, like narrowly avoiding a diving attack or needing to be healed after a burst of dragonfire. 

Watching it in clips and GIF highlights wasn’t the same as seeing it live. It was still a spectacularly large fight, though.

The dungeon itself generated a lot of discussion. The stream didn’t show the harvesters coming in behind LootLootLouis to collect the golem remains or to mine the quartz bridges and stairs. On earth, quartz was unremarkable, but dungeon quartz contained mana, making it a highly sought-after crafting material. Most of the coverage focused on the golems, speculating whether or not they could be remade, and if not, how valuable their meteorite bodies were.

For the record, constructs had appeared in dungeons before, and several labs actively pursued replicating the technology. Those efforts began shortly after the gates opened, and no known progress had been made. Billionaires continued to dump funding into it, though. 

A great proportion of dungeon materials were purchased by researchers and inventors. Mana crystals could be incorporated into any compound without changing its base properties. Mix ground mana crystals into the refining process of steel? The metal that resulted functioned like steel but was now exponentially more durable. 

That was cost-prohibitive in most cases, but states were increasingly requiring new construction to incorporate mana materials into their builds. With so many modern challenges associated with the simple decay of physical objects, like bridges crumbling beneath decades of vibrations and heavy loads, the upfront investment made sense. 

The electronics industry used mana materials for data storage because Earth-only hard drives were doomed to decay, as were things like cassettes and CDs. The military used mana materials for weapons and armor, and most modern nations abandoned coal and nuclear power in favor of power plants fed by mana crystals.

As far as Louis’ recent crawl went, the commentary that interested me challenged the notion that the star ocean dungeon had never appeared before. This was the first time the gate had been observed. We had no way of knowing if this gate appeared in the past and surged before it was ever discovered. In other words, jumpscares and star dragons could be on Earth somewhere.

Analysts and conspiracy theorists were already pulling old unexplained deaths and attributing them to jumpscares, proof that these monsters were a present, active threat. The more moderate voices suggested that we would be very, very aware of jumpscares and star dragons if they were indeed on Earth already.

I heard about all this as I continued scanning in records. I hadn’t seen another human being since getting started last Friday morning, so I filled the silence with dungeon podcasts.

The documents themselves were still just as boring. I had moved on from guild membership lists to an archive of complaints made against CDM enforcers and investigators. The oldest record I saw there was from 1975. A druid crawler accused an enforcer of “smelling like reefer” and demanded they be disciplined. That one got me to laugh out loud.

The vast majority of complaints I read boiled down to enforcers or investigators being rude and unreasonable. From my limited experience, that part of crawling hadn’t changed at all.

My day wrapped up partway through complaints from 1987. Peeking ahead, it looked like the CDM started logging these digitally in 1992, so I might finish those tomorrow and get to look at something different. Probably still boring, but I’d take different.



Scanning documents wasn’t exciting, but you know what was? The prospect of breathing out of my nose again.

“This will feel strange,” the doctor said as he inspected my healing progress. “Some pressure is normal. It’s important we move it slowly and with control, so resist the urge to yank your head back. It sneaks up on people.”

“Got it.”

The packing sliding out of my sinuses and nasal passages felt like a rope unraveling from the back of my skull as it was pulled out of my nose. Much of the packing was black from blood, and many bits had a green tinge as well.

Then the sweetest, most invigorating breath of air passed through my nostrils. 

The doctor smiled at me. “Feels good, doesn’t it?”

“Like I’ve never breathed for real before.”

He chuckled. “Sounds right, and that’s good news. Let me take a look.”

He looked up my nose with a handheld device and nodded his approval.

“Healing pretty well.” Stripping his gloves off and stomping on the pedal of a garbage can, he drifted into what felt like a speech he had given before. “You’re still healing, so don’t think because the packing is out that you’re done. I know you miss it, but no basketball for another six weeks.”

“Huh?”

“You athletes always overdo it. Trust me. One stray elbow and you’re starting this all over again.”

“...I don’t play basketball.”

“Sure you do,” the doctor said, looking down at my chart. “We talked about this last time.”

“That wasn’t me.”

“Hmm… The wrong notes must have ended up in here.” He sighed. “Good help is hard to find, you know?”

“Sure.”

“So remind me, how did you break your nose?”

“I got my ass kicked.”

“Yes, now I remember. Bar fight? I can recommend some resources if you’re interested. No shame in getting a helping hand to get your drinking under control.”

I thought to argue but abandoned the idea. Eventually, the nurse came in, walked me through proper aftercare, and discharged me.

On my way out the door, I reflected on my crawls. I couldn’t remember ever getting hit in the nose. I might have during a Roach Run, but what were the chances I drew one of those if I took a few culls here and there? Not that I could. I was benched until the doctors cleared me.

Outside, I took a slow, deep inhale.

Ah, fuck. My ribs.

Yeah, crawling could wait.

            


Chapter 20: Proprietary


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from marshalcarper
                        

                    

                    Patreon subscribers are already getting new chapters beyond 30. Want to be one of them?

You know what to do: https://www.patreon.com/c/marshalcarper



                

                The rest of the week was unremarkable. Beth got a new job at a bar called “Milly’s.” This place was closer and wanted to train her on the bar right away. With tips, she stood to make a lot more than she would have hostessing. For her sake, I was relieved she found something better. Losing a first job as quickly as she did would be demoralizing for most anyone. That was a tough way to start a new life.

Scanning records was as dull as ever. As I closed in on wrapping up another Friday, I still had yet to see anyone after that first day. If the same was true Monday morning, I intended to find someone who knew what I was supposed to be doing. Waiting a week to double-check that I was executing this properly was already an absurd amount of work to have to repeat if I screwed up some key fundamental from the start.

Not everything I digitized in that time was completely boring, though. I learned a few interesting facts about the CDM that I probably would never have heard of otherwise.

For example, the CDM sent nuclear bombs into gates in part to learn more about the structure and strength of dungeon gates and in part because they were just really curious to see what would happen. The bombs wouldn’t go off. 

That was not a system-approved weapon, so it didn’t function.

At one point, the CDM solicited a few proposals for research projects on using gates for interdimensional travel. I had heard about similar research but didn’t know that the CDM was ever involved in something like that. To date, no one is known to have survived being inside of a gate when it closes. The nature of the evidence makes that statement sound a little strange because these people were just gone, yet experts continued to argue that this topic was worth investigating.

They believe people have survived, in other words. We just don’t know where they went.

And lastly, there were meeting minutes on an initiative to make CDM service mandatory for all citizens for a year. A few countries in Europe had similar policies but for military service. The pitch was that levels improved the quality of life for everyone, and in the event of an unprecedented dungeon surge, civilians would have no choice but to fight for survival.

If that was the case, then everyone should have some level of training and experience.

That was the argument, at least. I had never heard of this initiative in the news before, but it was also from the late 1970s. Maybe it stirred some controversy when it was first proposed, and I just didn’t know about it. Entirely plausible.

After five days of nonstop document scanning, I couldn’t wait to do something that didn’t involve screens and text.



“How do you know about this place?” Beth asked as the city disappeared behind us.

“I saw it during my weekend work. It’s just an old field.”

“And we’re allowed to do this?”

I shrugged. “I’m not worried about it.”

We pulled off to the side of a narrow gravel road and followed a footpath a few dozen feet into the woods. A long, flat clearing had been cut and was backstopped by a wall of dirt.

“How did you know this was here?”

“The guy that I got partnered with for weekend work said, ‘Hey, there’s an old range right there,’ when we drove by.”

Beth rolled her eyes. 

“Thanks for doing this,” I added. “I appreciate your help.”

“No, this sounds fun.”

With my bow and a quiver full of arrows, we set an old soccer ball I found in the back of my closet on a stump downrange.

Handing my phone to Beth, I said, “I don’t need anything special. Just hold it still and record my form.”

“Are you becoming an influencer?”

I gently pushed her away from me for that teasing comment. “I found a guy who gives technique critiques over video. It’s pretty affordable.”

“And he’s legitimate?”

“Seems so. He has a pretty popular YouTube channel about archery and has won a few competitions. If this first one sucks, I won’t do any more, but I would really like it to work out.”

Beth recorded me shooting three times. I hit the ball twice. Then she repeated the process on the opposite side. I hit all three of those.

Because of my system-assigned class, basic aiming was never an issue for me. I wasn’t getting nonstop bullseyes or anything, but I tended to hit my target far more than I missed. Maintaining that accuracy in the fray of a crawl was more challenging, however. I couldn’t take my time or focus on a lone target. As I loosed one arrow, I needed to choose my next target and stay mindful of my surroundings all at the same time.

TailF3ther said we should start with basic form, though. I could appreciate that, so I recorded what he asked me to.

“Can I shoot a few?” Beth asked.

I handed her the bow. 

“Sometimes I get sad I took spear for my Proficiency,” she said as she inspected the bow. “There are so many more interesting weapons out there.”

Beth had the fighter class, and they were one of the few classes that had a customizable ability at level 1. They were born with Basic Combat Proficiency, making them more naturally tactical and more perceptive of how people and creatures moved, but if they practiced with a single weapon for one hundred hours, Basic Combat Proficiency upgraded to a stronger, weapon-specific version.

In Beth’s case, she trained long enough with a spear to gain Basic Spear Proficiency. She could have chosen any weapon, including the bow, but there was no changing it now.

“You can take another proficiency at level 2 if you want,” I said. “Some fighters take a ranged proficiency and a melee proficiency to be more well-rounded.”

“Going to sneak me into a gate so I can level?”

“Okay, fair.”

Beth had shot a bow before. They weren’t hard to come by in our church community. That little bit of practice combined with her built-in combat intuition made her a decent shot. 

“I have something I need to tell you,” she said with a grimness that immediately filled me with panic.

“What’s wrong?”

“I have a date tonight.”

“A date.”

“Yes.”

I scratched my neck. “That’s what you needed to tell me?”

“Well, yeah.”

“Jesus, Beth. I thought something was actually wrong, like you invited mom or dad over for dinner or something.”

“Why would I do that?” 

Shaking my head, I answered, “I didn’t mean that specifically. I started imagining terrible scenarios, and that was one of them.”

“What are the others?” 

Counting on my fingers as I went, I began, “You were going back to the church, you were sick, you were on drugs, you were pregnant, you signed up for an MLM, you-”

“Okay, I get it.”

“I don’t care about you dating. I’d appreciate you being safe and smart about it, but I figured you would meet someone eventually.”

Beth went back to sending arrows downrange. “I thought you might get overprotective and tell me I couldn’t.”

“All I ask is that you don’t do anything in my bed, and we should try to limit visitors if we can. Not saying no visitors at all, but Nathan’s been really cool about us both being there. I don’t want him to regret that.”

“One: Ew. It’s a first date, and it’s your- No, ew. Two: I didn’t think of that, but I agree. He’s been so nice.”

“Where did you meet?” I asked, accepting the bow back for another turn.

“He’s a barback at the old place.”

“Ah.”

“Don’t worry. He’s sweet, and it’s only a first date.”

“I’m not against it, but I do need to give you a big brother speech.”

Beth gestured for me to continue and get it over with.

“Please share your location with me on your phone. Keep an eye on your drink at all times. You are never obligated to go anywhere with anyone for any reason. If you want to leave, call me or call a rideshare. I don’t care what it costs. You shouldn’t need more than one ‘no’ if the guy isn’t a scuzzball. And-” I had to swallow for a moment. “And please, use protection if you… you know.”

“Are you intentionally torturing me right now?”

“I had to say it. That’s stuff you probably knew already. There are too many shitbags out there for me to not be sure, though.”

“Okay. I hear you.”

“Good,” I said. “Mind if we do a few more shots? I already feel rusty after just a week. Feels good to do something.”

“I don’t mind. I’m having fun.”



I waited up for Beth to come home from her date. She returned at midnight, so I would have been awake anyway, but I would be lying if I said I wasn’t worried about her. She gave me a hug and told me she had fun. I didn’t get any more details than that, and maybe that was for the best.

Monday morning, I emailed Grensmith for direction on whether or not I should proceed without anyone having reviewed my work so far. He said it wasn’t his call and that I should be bothering the woman I met my first day, not him.

He emailed me her contact information. I called, left a message, and then followed up with an email to document the effort.

I waited for fifteen minutes. No response. So I went back to work.

The first half of my Monday output was nothing but old office supply inventory reports, but then I uncovered a tantalizing folder. The words “Restricted Access” were printed on the side with “Clearance Level: 99” beneath it, whatever that meant.

The folder was thin, four or five pages at most, and I knew immediately it wasn’t supposed to be here. Back in 1983, based on the dates listed on the folders I found this material between, someone accidentally scooped this folder up by mistake or grossly misfiled it.

The first page was an audit report:

Project Unsung Heroes

Status Report #757221983

Off-Schedule Audit Report

Reason: Director Request

Conclusion: No Irregularities 

Recommendation: No Action

Summary: Despite the significant costs of maintaining Project Unsung Heroes, the research definitively shows that its existence has spared the United States government catastrophic loss of life and property at a scale that is difficult to accurately calculate while also extracting a return greater than its annual budget. Furthermore, these results have been achieved with exceptional OPSEC. Our audit found no evidence of private or public suspicion of the Project’s mission or existence. It is our conclusion that the compensation for Unsung Heroes, while sizable, is a worthwhile investment for the Center for Dungeon Management, and we therefore recommend against cuts to any person or thing associated with the Project.

It was signed with a signature I couldn’t read.

An intern was definitely not supposed to see this. The next three pages were tables full of data. Every column header was an abbreviation, and I didn’t immediately recognize any of them, so I had no idea what these numbers meant either. The cover letter made it sound like good news, though. I wasn’t much for corporate speak, but the language seemed plain enough: We’re paying these people a lot of money, and we should continue paying them a lot of money.

A lot of money for what, exactly? What did they do that saved so many lives and also turned a profit? And why did it need to be a secret?

Stealing this was never an option in my mind, but I did catch myself wanting to take photos with my phone. I know. That would have been a very stupid thing to do with a classified document.

In my orientation for this project, I was led to believe that some sensitive information in these stacks was to be expected, and the concern for that was fairly nonchalant, I thought. My job was to scan everything in here, so I would scan this too and flag it for review. Maybe this wasn’t as interesting as I thought it was.

Five minutes after I pushed the scans to the database, the door to my document dungeon opened.

“We need to talk,” Enforcer McDouglas said.
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                “Welcome back,” I said.

While it was true I hadn’t seen Enforcer McDouglas since before the gate blockade emergency, the way he said “we need to talk” was very obviously serious. My nervousness made me sound like I wanted to see his vacation photos, or worse, like I was hiding something. I knew this was about the Restricted documents I just pushed to the database.

His polo was sunflower yellow today.

“Thanks,” McDouglas replied, only a touch off balance. “I got an alert that you saw something you weren’t supposed to. We need to deal with that.”

“Okay…”

When he shut the door, he leaned his back against it. Was he blocking my exit? No, that was crazy.

Wasn’t it?

“The mistake isn’t yours. Someone did something monumentally stupid for those documents to end up down here, but that doesn’t change that you’re not supposed to have any knowledge of those documents or their contents.”

“I was told I might stumble into something sensitive, and if I did, I was expected to keep it quiet,” I replied.

“That speech was more meant for things like budgets or paystubs or something like that. Where are the files?”

I handed the folder over.

“I need to see your phone.”

“Why?”

“To confirm you didn’t make copies of these.”

I unlocked my phone and handed that over as well. After several seconds of swiping and poking, he returned it. 

McDouglas crossed his arms. “Okay. The agency knows you have seen these. It’s a permanent part of your file now. None of that is disciplinary. Nobody believes you did anything wrong, but in the event of a leak, you, a fucking intern, are on the shortlist of people that will be investigated immediately. That’s also not disciplinary. It’s procedure. However, if you are found to have knowingly or unknowingly shared this information, your life is over. That’s how serious this is.”

Damn. I half-expected to get black-bagged right there and carted off to a remote location. A manila folder didn’t feel like the appropriate container for anything this serious. Put a lock on it or something.

“I have no issues keeping a secret,” I said.

“Good. You look like shit, by the way.” He cracked a grin.

“I got my ass kicked.”

“I’m aware.”

“I figure someone told you.”

“No, I see how messed up your face is.”

I laughed. “I hope I don’t get arrested for asking this, but how do I get the job those files mention?”

McDouglas’ smile disappeared. “If you got in, you would be the first person to know about the Project before they were invited to participate.”

“I’m not trying to twist this. It just sounded like something I’d really want to be a part of.”

“You don’t know what they do.”

“I don’t, but I know it’s important.”

He considered me for another long pause and opened the door. Pausing in the doorway, he spoke over his shoulder. “An exceptional candidate would be as good in the wilds as they are in dungeons and bring a new perspective to this gate business.”

McDouglas shut the door, leaving me alone in the room again.

My mind kept coming back to this line about the impact of Project Unsung Heroes:

“...has spared the United States government catastrophic loss of life and property at a scale that is difficult to accurately calculate while also extracting a return greater than its annual budget.”

I was also thinking about the line that mentioned sizable compensation, but someone being paid a lot of money didn’t tell me what this group actually did. For the CDM, catastrophic loss of life and loss of property had to have something to do with closing dangerous gates or preventing high-level crawlers from rampaging. Or both, perhaps?

The more important question for me: Was getting picked for Unsung Heroes as unlikely as landing a crawling spot at a guild? Maybe even more so?

Then again, McDouglas did say I would be the first person to have prior knowledge of the program. It stood to reason then that I could also be the first person to prepare for this position specifically. Wouldn’t the only person who knows he’s in a competition have an advantage over all of those who didn’t?

I knew there was a competition, sure, but for what and about what? The more I pondered, the more evident it was that I really knew nothing at all.

My thoughts ran in so many circles that I worked until 7 p.m. without realizing. It took a text from Beth asking me if I wanted dinner to get my attention.



Nathan handed me a beer. By the time I got back to the apartment, Beth had already left for work, so it was just us in the living room.

“Megan and I are going out Friday,” he said.

“Wow. You two really did hit it off.”

“She’s cool. We’ve really just texted a bunch. I don’t know what hanging out just the two of us will be like. She’s pretty easy to talk to, though.”

Nathan stiffened.

I waved my hands. “No, I’m not interested. We’ve just worked together a lot.”

“Thank goodness,” Nathan said with his hand on his chest. “For a second there, I thought I stomped all over bro code without even thinking.”

“Just don’t do something that makes it weird for me.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It doesn’t mean anything,” I insisted. “I’m saying don’t forget that I have to spend long shifts alone with her sometimes, and that would suck if it was awkward.”

“Have I done something that weird before?” he asked.

“No, forget I said anything. There’s nothing to worry about.”

“I’m worried now.”

“Don’t be.”

“Then why would you bring it up?!”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “Long day. I think you’ll have fun together. I don’t actually think you’ll do something weird.”

“You’re knocking me off course already, man.”

“Sorry.”

“Confidence is a fragile thing.”

“Geez, okay. Topic change, please.”

Nathan grinned. “You may have the floor, senator.”

“I recently learned that experience in the wilds could help me move up the ladder in the CDM.”

“Seriously?”

“Yes.”

“That’s more dangerous than dungeon crawling, right?”

“Most people would say so, sure,” I answered.

“That’s… Damn, dude. You’d have to go to Canada. That’s your only option, right?”

“The next closest thing to true wilds is West Virginia. If they have goblin activity, maybe there’s something bigger lurking around.”

Nathan sighed. “That’s a pretty sucky option too.”

“Yeah, what do I know about camping and tracking?”

“Could learn.”

“True.”

“Would still suck.”

“Also true,” I admitted.

“What about that guy you ran into goblins with?” Nathan asked. “Sounded like he knew a few things about monsters on the surface.”

“That’s a really good idea,” I said.

He shrugged. “You’re welcome.”

A good bit of time passed without conversation. I got us fresh beers. 

A few sips into his, Nathan looked at me. “Are you thinking of doing something crazy?”

“I haven’t thought of anything.”

“We’ve been talking about you going after wild monsters. That’s already kind of crazy. You can’t do anything for Beth if you get yourself killed.”

“I am not interested in dying,” I said. “I’m only trying to puzzle my way through this. I appreciate you caring, though.”

“Sure, man.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from marshalcarper
                        

                    

                    Patreon subscribers are already getting new chapters beyond 30. Want to be one of them?

You know what to do: https://www.patreon.com/c/marshalcarper



                



Chapter 22: Site of Concern


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from marshalcarper
                        

                    

                    The response to CDM has been incredible. Thank you so much for all of your support and your kind words.

Let's spread the love. Loop Shard has the everyman qualities that you can probably guess I like, and the Hades inspiration is excellent. I sank hours into that game, and I love seeing a story aim for the same bar of quality in a story and in action.

A time-looper with GameLit elements that is inspired by Action Roguelite games like "Hades",

as well as Korean SysApoc stories like "Master Hunter K".

[image: image]



Adam is no one special. 

He’s just an accountant standing in line at a bakery one early Saturday morning, 

because his craving for Jameson’s croissants finally broke him. 

Unfortunately, fate has other plans for him, 

as the black cubes show up before he can get his pastries.



Loopshard




                

                Nathan’s suggestion to talk to Sean about wild monsters in the region got me thinking.

Whenever the Department of Health stumbled into a monster, they immediately left the area and reported it to the Environmental Protection Agency, who then deployed exterminators. I experienced the first half of that process myself when Sean and I found that goblin house some days back. All wild monsters got reported to the EPA eventually, regardless of the originating agency.

If I knew where the EPA was planning to send exterminators, I could do the surface-hunting equivalent of dungeon crashing: Show up before the government does and kill everything for my own benefit. I wasn’t sure that was illegal, technically. What could be illegal about killing wild monsters?

Trespassing and interfering with government business could be an illegal aspect of killing monsters, actually. Had anyone actually been prosecuted for that, though? That seemed unlikely. In my expert legal opinion.

If I was okay with the risks, how would I get that data anyway? 

Those records probably weren’t kept secret. Certain government agencies regularly shared certain kinds of information to avoid conflicts. For example, it made sense for the DOH and the EPA to share information on what each other were doing across the state. I might even be able to access that with my intern CDM credentials, but then my name would be permanently attached to that search. If this was illegal, that made it easier to get caught.

I could ask Sean directly, but I didn’t really know him that well. That would also put him in an unfair position, which wasn’t right to do when he already discouraged me from doing exactly this.

When I returned to work the next day to continue my project in the document dungeon, I kept thinking about how I could get specific information on where wild monsters could be found.

On my lunch, I searched through publicly available satellite information. I could track planes, boats, and weather in real time. I could browse through several years of images of the same place to see how it changed. And I could explore the Earth and the universe via any one of NASA’s many public satellite tools.

I was an idiot.

The EPA had a slew of freely accessible satellite information, and I almost didn’t think to check EPA resources directly. Among the fifty-some layers of data, topics included things like “Harmful Algal Blooms” and “National Air Toxics Assessment.”

Then there were a few categories with the Species tag: At-Risk, Priority, Invasive, Other.

Under the invasive category, I could filter by type: Bird, Amphibian, Reptile, Aquatic, Mammal, Invertebrates, Plants, and Monsters. From the data points I saw under Monsters, georestricted to Pennsylvania, “Sites of Concern” updated every twelve hours. This was what I was looking for, and it was right there, out in the open.

I needed one last piece of information for this to be the win I hoped it was.

Texting Sean, I asked, “What is the turnaround time for an EPA cull? Our cullers only get a few hours' notice.”

He replied, “Few hours? That’s funny. I’ve seen EPA extermination requests take two weeks to a month to process. You’re lucky if it’s within a week.”

My stomach fluttered. My plan could work. It was such a small victory, barely the beginning of one really, and yet I felt like I could make this Unsung Heroes plan actually work.

And I knew Nathan would think it was crazy.

***

For the rest of the week, I observed the changes in Sites of Concern via the EPA tool. Seeming to support Sean’s story of how slow the exterminator response time could be, a few sites within two hours of Pittsburgh dropped off over the next three days. In that same amount of time, only one more Site of Concern was added.

From the few years of historical data the tool provided, I could see that Site of Concern activity spiked and troughed and did so with relative unpredictability. The spring and the fall saw fairly consistent spikes, and then other bursts of activity appeared more randomly throughout the year.

If surface-hunting was going to become a regular pastime of mine, it may behoove me to pay attention to whether we were in the midst of a spike or a trough. A spike meant the EPA was busier and therefore more likely to be slow getting to any one site. That was my thinking, anyway.

On Friday morning, a new Site of Concern appeared in Daisytown, which was an hour and a half east of Pittsburgh and not far from Johnstown, another part of the state that suffered greatly with the exodus of industry. A few people still lived there, transplants who relocated to escape smaller, undefended towns, but it sounded bleak.

Daisytown was completely abandoned.

This was a dumb, dangerous idea that would cost a good bit of money I didn’t really have. I was still healing from getting my shit tossed, but my ribs felt pretty okay, as did the sprains. I wasn’t supposed to put my nose at risk, but my helmet was full-face, so it was protected.

I hardly got any work done that day. Instead, I spent the time planning.

Daisytown was a trek, so I needed to check my spare tire to make sure it was in good condition. It had sat in my trunk for a while. Might as well check the donut too while I was at it.

A full gas can would be wise, as I wasn’t likely to have many options once I got outside of Pittsburgh. Jumper cables were a given, and I already had those.

Would a second power bank be overkill? My cellphone dying was almost as bad as running out of gas, which reminded me I should get a paper map to be safe. I wasn’t sure who sold paper maps, but I could figure it out.

Some emergency camping supplies would be worthwhile if I decided to do this regularly, but for now, a few blankets and a flashlight would have to do. A well-stocked first aid kit was a must, and then food and water.

And weapons. Right. I definitely needed weapons. How was that the last thing I thought of?

Reviewing my list spiked my adrenaline. This felt like a dungeon crawl, but I needed to remind myself not to treat this first outing like a hunt. This was more like a dress rehearsal with the primary aim of confirming whether or not the EPA data was accurate and reliable for how I intended to use it.

If I encountered anything, I would either run or take it down from a distance. I was an archer, after all. Fighting at range kept me out of most dangers by default.

I mentioned none of this to Beth and Nathan that night because I knew how easy it would be for them to argue that this was reckless and glaringly unsafe.

***

Leaving shortly before dawn Saturday morning, it wasn’t long until civilization was behind me. Everything ahead was either wilderness or ruins. Like most of America, this region had its share of small roadside towns, and driving through their husks every so often created a sort of rhythm to the drive.

Long stretches of nature would pass only to be punctuated by the corpse of a dead community before becoming nature again. At this time of year, late summer, the state was awash with green hills and trees. Blue skies. Summer flowers. Rippling reflections in creek water. The living vibrancy of a storybook illustration made it easy to see what drew people to live here in the first place.

To pass the time on the drive, I listened to an audio guidebook about goblins. My primary interest was learning more about their habits and behaviors to make them easier to hunt, but this book also talked at length about the goblin impact on the environment and whether or not it was truly possible to eradicate goblins entirely.

As you may have guessed, goblins were quite bad for an ecosystem. They ate and killed everything they could. They rapidly reproduced. And left long enough, a goblin nest could be a literal biohazard. They weren’t sanitary creatures, so a goblin latrine was not a pleasant thing to have next to a stream, for example.

Eradicating them completely was more difficult than it should have been. For all of the species humanity had hunted to extinction without deliberate effort, goblins never seemed to truly go away, leading some to believe that goblins were more akin to a curse than a traditional invasive species. No matter how thoroughly you hunted them, the curse always made more. 

Cramming in goblin studies right before I went hunting was irresponsible, I know, but I may have been even more reckless than you realized.

See, the EPA map didn’t say what kind of monster occupied an SOC. Goblins were the most likely, but this part of the state could also have trolls, earth elementals, water elementals, giant rats, and a few varieties of giant snakes. They were rare this far north, but harpies were a possibility as well. 

Frost trolls on Wild: Alaska killed three level 20 crawlers. The standard troll species around here were a handful for level 10 crawlers, so running into one of those would be bad. Trolls were mostly nocturnal, however, so I hoped hunting by daylight would be enough to avoid running into one.

Elementals weren’t likely to be near ruins. They were more likely to be found deep in the wilderness, if they were found at all. Rats and snakes could be just about everywhere. Giant rats I could handle if there weren’t too many, and most varieties of giant snake would be fine too. A few varieties, however, would not be fine, like a giant water moccasin. They weren’t common, but they had been found in rivers in the Pittsburgh area before.

When Johnstown came into view, I had the sense that this place could have been as big as Pittsburgh in another timeline. Like my home city, Johnstown was nestled into a valley, surrounded by rolling, forested hills. The Stonycreek River split off into the Little Conemaugh, giving the city that same distinct peninsula shape I associated with Pittsburgh. 

Johnstown even had its own incline. In a distant past, it climbed a steep grade to connect a hilltop town to the city below, shuttling people and equipment up and down throughout the day.

Though it was inhabited, the city itself felt like a larger version of the Rust Belt ruins Sean and I searched. The streets were cracked and uneven. Imposing buildings of dark red brick lined the streets, especially near the river, where most of the local industry used to be. Most of those buildings were abandoned, and time had caved in rooftops and forced hardy green plants through the walls and foundations.

I lucked into finding a small grocery store. Though it wasn’t even 8 a.m., two gray-haired men with wrinkled, liver-spotted skin sat out front with a game of dominoes between them. They stopped playing as soon as I parked out front, and they stared at me curiously my whole way to the door.

“You got family in the area or something?” one of the men asked. This one had thick glasses and wore a Veterans of Foreign Wars (VFW) hat.

Shaking my head, I answered, “Just doing some exploring.”

“One of them flood history buffs?”

“Huh?”

“The Great Flood of 1889. If we get visitors out here, it’s usually because of that.”

“I’m not familiar,” I admitted. 

Floods were pretty common in this part of the country. All sorts of little towns were built right next to rivers and creeks. Any hard rain put them at risk.

My ignorance of the Great Flood turned me from an oddity to a downright mystery in the eyes of these two men.

“Used to be a dam up near South Fork. Bunch of big-city Pittsburgh types had fancy retreats built around the lake it formed. Guys like Carnegie, Mellon, Frick–All those assholes with their names on buildings–vacationed out this way. Nobody took proper care of the dam, though. Big rain came in, and that was it.”

When I looked this event up later, the problem was more than a lack of “proper care.” There were accounts of people taking metal pipes out of the dam to sell for scrap, and that was on top of the out-of-mind policy everyone living around the dam at the time seemed to have for fixing obvious signs of impending failure.

The other old man sucked his teeth. His hand shook when he spoke. “There’s a sign around here that says the water that came down was equal to the Mississippi River. Two thousand people died, and my granddaddy was nearly one of ‘em. He said it felt like God was wiping the town out like it was Sodom or something.”

“We sure been kicked in the teeth a bunch,” the man with the VFW hat echoed. “Folks here are tough. We’re survivors. Not enough work left for everyone, though. Sent all our jobs to Africa. Nobody builds American anymore. They want cheap, cheap, and cheaper. Us normal people be damned.”

“I appreciate the history,” I said. “I’m actually going a little bit farther down the road to Daisytown.”

“Why in the hell you want to go there? Nobody there but maybe one of them dope fiends.”

“I heard there might be a monster nest.”

“Son, you saying you’re hoping to find monsters?”

“Yes. Heard about any around?”

Taking off his glasses, the man with the VFW hat used the corner of his shirt to clean the lenses. “Goblins and trolls like anywhere else. EPA comes through a few times a year, but anyone who lives here knows to stick close to town at night. Attacks ain’t happening all the time, but that’s because we’re careful.”

“Anything I should know about the area?”

“GPS will tell you Frankstown Road is the easiest route, but you’re not getting up it in that car of yours. You’re better off going the long way, Singer Hill Road.”

“Thank you.”

When I came back outside after using the restroom, a shaky voice called after me, “Good luck out there.”

“Thanks!” I called back. My GPS did indeed tell me to use Frankstown Road. 

I changed the route, and a few minutes later, I began the long climb up Singer Hill to Daisytown.

            


Chapter 23: Immersive Learning


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from marshalcarper
                        

                    

                    THIS IS VERY IMPORTANT.





LOOK AT THIS PICTURE OF MY PETS:

[image: image]

 

THANK YOU FOR YOUR ATTENTION IN THIS MATTER. THAT IS ALL.



                

                When industry was booming, Daisytown could have been a nice place to live. Almost entirely flat, the town was five blocks by five blocks, but these were far smaller than city blocks. At most, the square chunks of land could fit three or four homes on them. The majority of those homes were humble, single-story affairs with maybe two bedrooms, and everyone had a big green yard.

Nature had reclaimed those yards long ago. Some were simply overgrown fields, while others had briars taller than I was. Nearly every house up here was built from wood instead of brick, so they were all collapsing in on themselves from decades of weather and water damage. The ones that managed to stay standing had sagging, broken roofs and were wrapped with green vines and moss. Old siding, broken windows, and crumbling chimneys peeked through the green. Even the stop signs had been wrapped in plant life.

In Pittsburgh, no street or neighborhood was symmetrical and orderly, nor were most of the towns built along the rivers. That made Daisytown feel strangely artificial to me, like its former existence was unnatural.

I would have preferred to drive right up to the SOC, but the roads crisscrossing through town were trashed. Navigating them carefully might have been doable, but I would likely get a popped tire or a broken axle for my troubles.

So, I parked on the outskirts, put on my kit, and went into Daisytown on foot with a bow in my hand and a sword on my hip. I debated leaving my shield behind because it was bulky and inconvenient, but I decided I’d rather have it than wish that I had it later. If I had the range for my archery, I could drop the shield and fire.

From the satellite images, the SOC was an old church, and it wasn’t far, just four blocks down and one block over. 

A little ways into town, I confirmed that doing this on foot was the best decision. A fallen tree, propped up slightly by the garage it landed on across the street, blocked the road entirely. I would have put my car through all sorts of abuse only to discover I had to walk anyway.

The church itself was visible from a distance because of its size. Its graffiti-covered walls peeked through the gaps between ruins and decay. The yellow lines in the church parking lot were still visible beneath the five semitruck trailers abandoned here. I expected this space to be wide and empty, but seeing trailers left here to rust reminded me that abandoned places were often dumping grounds for all manner of garbage. 

Abandoned rarely meant empty.

The church itself was two tan brick structures joined in the middle by a small two-story tower missing large chunks of its corners in multiple places. The exterior of one building was packed tight with graffiti tags, while the other was wrapped in green. Every door and window in sight was broken, of course.

Hiding behind one of the trailers, I watched and listened for signs of monsters. Birds chirped and the wind rustled the greenery all around me, but Daisytown was quiet otherwise. I didn’t smell goblin feces either, so for all I knew, this SOC was already cleared or had another sort of problem that wasn’t monsters.

I told myself no hunting on this trip, but without confirming that monsters were or were not here, my SOC theory would remain unproven. If SOCs didn’t work the way I thought they did, that could mean another wasted trip where I didn’t find monsters.

I had no choice but to get closer to the church to investigate, and I found myself wishing I had a stealth archer build after all. As it was, I was more likely to get taken by surprise than any monster that might live here.

Watching the windows for movement, I crossed the parking lot and put my back against the church. 

The wind shifted, and I nearly retched from the smell. This smelled worse than the goblin house Sean and I found, and finding small footprints a moment later confirmed it. There were goblins here.

My SOC plan worked. The EPA satellites gave me a surefire way to locate nests for me to practice hunting wild monsters. That was the point where I should have left, but I told myself that getting a sense for the nest size wouldn’t hurt. Knowing how big the nest was would help me plan for my return next week, right?

Sneaking a peek through a broken window, I saw goblins sleeping on the scattered pews of an abandoned chapel. The goblin closest to me used a stack of hymnals as a pillow.

I counted seven, but there were likely more. Churches like this often had basement community areas, so any number of goblins could be below. Then I had the structure next door to think about. The majority of the nest could be in there for all I knew, or these seven could be all there was.

At range, seven or even ten goblins weren’t a big deal for an archer. Maybe I could get some practice in after all.

Jesus Christ. What was I doing here? Was I really going to try and solo a goblin nest?

Calm down.

Breathe.

Scout the rest of the area and then leave.

Staying low to avoid being seen through the windows, I crept over to the next building. Rounding a corner, I felt my shin catch on something.

Glass bottles rolled down the roof. One hit me in the head, and most shattered on the ground. I had walked right into a simple goblin trap. Like a dumbass.

Inside both buildings, objects crashed and thudded, joined by the maniacal muttering of goblins on the move. I ran for the trailers. The open space between those and the church gave me the advantage as an archer.

I spun with an arrow already nocked. Nine goblins raced toward me, all having emerged from a different place in the church. A few of those exits were on the route I took while scouting, and I walked by them without noticing, like a low hole in the wall partially obscured by weeds or a tunnel whose exit was covered by a simple piece of plywood.

Grip, anchor, elbow. Those were all corrections TailF3ther had given me when he reviewed video of my form. My grip tended to round. My anchor point on my face was inconsistent. And I had a tendency to overflare my draw arm.

So, as I loosed arrows at the goblin closing in on me, I repeated those words in my head.

Grip, anchor, elbow. 

Grip, anchor, elbow. 

Grip, anchor, elbow. 

Spotting an overlap in two goblins, I activated Piercing Shot, my first time ever using it in combat. The arrow punched through the lead goblin’s shoulder and struck the smaller goblin behind in the eye. Seeing that goblin instantly fall backward and hearing its head bounce off of concrete was so satisfying.

One goblin got within striking distance of me, waving a two-by-four, but I kicked it in the chest and put an arrow in its heart before it could club me. 

I exhaled. All the goblins that left the church were dead, and I didn’t see signs of more. The guidebooks said to expect fifteen to twenty for a typical infestation, but all of these goblins were dead, and no more were attacking. Maybe this nest was smaller than usual? 

So what should I do now? 

Go in after the remaining goblins that might still be inside? My bow would be mostly useless indoors, and I already discovered that I needed to watch for traps. What were the telltale signs of a sneaky goblin trap to look for? I didn’t fucking know.

A faint scraping above me caught my attention. I turned in time to see a goblin jumping down at me. Its face was full of glee, so happy to catch me by surprise with an old kitchen knife. Its forty pounds of weight bowled me over. My ribs spiked with pain when I hit the ground. The blade scratched down the side of my helmet, and I remember noticing how that vibration felt, knowing that a deathblow was fractions of an inch away from my face. 

That goblin had sneaked on top of the trailers along with three or four more. I don’t know when they did that or where they came from. Were they on top of the trailers this whole time? They could have been. I didn’t check. 

The ones who kept the high ground started to throw rocks and bricks down at me.

As I tossed the first goblin off of me and scrambled to stand, I spotted another layer to the ambush. Goblins approached from beneath the trailers, closing in on me from both sides. A few crawled toward me unarmed, but most had some sort of improvised blade between their teeth.

Half a brick hit me in the calf as I turned to run, but I ignored it the best I could. The goblins had the advantage in tight spaces, so I needed to get out in the open where I could more easily identify threats and have the room to put my archery to use.

A dozen yards down the street, I paused to turn. 

Grip, anchor, elbow. 

Grip, anchor, elbow. 

That’s right! I had Piercing Shot. It was off of cooldown by now.

I activated it but missed completely. Seeing their friends get hit with arrows inspired the other goblins to dive off of the road in search of cover. Most ended up in tall weeds, but a few disappeared into old houses and garages.

The goblins knew this terrain far better than I did. Did they have more sneaky ways to attack this far from the nest? Were there additional goblins living in these houses I didn’t see on my way in?

Taking a page from the goblin playbook, I cut behind an old camper and then a shed before diving into tall grass along the wall of the nearest house. If that worked as I intended, then the goblins didn’t see where I went.

Fighting to calm my breathing, I stayed low and listened for movement. 

The guides said that every goblin in a nest had to be slain to stop it from immediately rebounding. The best way to do that was to prevent the goblins from scattering. Once they were spread out, eliminating every one of them was monumentally more difficult. 

That was another thing I screwed up. The goblins I had seen now hid inside five or so different structures. Even though the buildings were small, my work with Sean taught me that didn’t mean they were easy to search. I could get surprised with a knife in the back or walk into a trap more vicious than falling glass bottles.

Shit. I left my shield by the trailers. Yet another big mistake.

Okay. That shield technically belonged to the CDM. If I left it in Daisytown, I would have to request a new one. Losing a shield under normal circumstances was hard to do, and any follow-up questions from the quartermaster would reveal that I was an irresponsible idiot.

Fully clearing the goblin nest was unlikely, but getting my shield back would keep this from becoming a total disaster. Well, it might still be a total disaster, but if I had my shield, I wouldn’t have to tell anyone about it.

I sat in my hiding spot for an hour before I heard movement. Raspy goblin voices seemed to confer with one another, and a few wandered in my general direction, searching for signs of the human who raided them. They dispersed after another thirty minutes, and I took a roundabout route back to the church, using as much cover as I could to keep from being seen along the way.

I assessed myself as I crept.

My calf and ankle had begun to swell where the brick hit me, but I could still put weight on it and get around mostly okay. My ribs seemed to be holding up alright, even in spite of the goblin tackle. My nose was still healing from the break, but my helmet had kept it safe.

When the church was within sight again, I hid and watched. No goblins were about that I could see. Perhaps they had all returned to the nest?

That was wishful thinking, I knew. But I needed my shield. I continued my circuitous path around the church to end up back at the trailers again, approaching from the opposite direction from where I had fled initially. I checked under the trailers and listened for movement on top of them. All was quiet.

I finally returned to where I made my first stand. My shield was nowhere to be seen. 

Those motherfuckers stole my damn shield.

I imagined having to explain all this to Enforcer McDouglas. 

“Yes, sir, do you remember the top-secret, ultra-elite position I wanted to apply for? I’m still working on that, but in the meantime, can I get a new shield? I got bullied by goblins and lost it.”

Shit. Shit. Shit.

New, even dumber plan: Go into the church and get my shield back.

Retreating across a side street to hide behind a shed, I picked up three old beer bottles along the way. After watching a bit to ensure I hadn’t been spotted, I approached the nest and threw the bottles over the church. I heard the faint sounds of them breaking. Then I pressed myself against the brick wall and waited.

A flurry of chaos stirred inside and then drifted in the direction of the broken glass. I didn’t see it happen, but I heard a door slam open as part of that exodus. Guessing that the door the goblins used was least likely to be booby-trapped, I entered the chapel through the back, the only door with hinges capable of being slammed.

Two goblins watched out the windows and apparently hadn’t heard me come through the door. I had my sword out, expecting a melee battle, but I wished I had stuck with my bow. I could have sniped both of them right then and there.

Instead, I did my best to sneak across the chapel, hiding behind broken pews. The moment I heard one of the goblins turning, I charged. It died before it could call out. The second goblin, however, had plenty of time to raise the alarm.

Fleeing as it screamed, it abruptly fell forward, smashing its face off of the floor. I was on top of it a moment later. The goblin had been caught by one of its own tripwires, it seemed. 

I spotted my shield lying flat under one of the pews. Before I could get to it, goblins burst in through all three chapel exits, including the one I used to enter. I was surrounded. Rather than wait for the goblins to fully close in on me, I lunged at the nearest group.

My dexterity made me far faster than goblins, and they hadn’t anticipated me going on the offensive. Sword in the throat of the first. A slice across the chest for the second. And a beheading for the third. That description of the action makes me sound controlled and tactical. I promise that was not the case. My attacks were wild and uncoordinated.

Five goblins remained, and they had improvised weapons. I could have fled out the door right then, but I decided I could take five goblins if I acted quickly enough. 

Old hymnals and old bibles flew across the room, thrown by the two most distant goblins. The three I closed on stood to fight.

I dodged a chain, slipped a thrust from a sharpened broomstick, and skewered a goblin carrying a brick. The chain cracked against my back, flaring the brutal pain in my ribs, but I turned in time to suck my stomach, avoiding the broken point of the broomstick.

I parried the broomstick. Thrust, Then closed the distance to slash while the one with the one chain pulled back to wind up an attack.

The last two ran. I chased them outside, dropped my sword, and drew my bow. 

Grip, anchor, elbow. 

Grip, anchor, elbow. 

They both fell forward with arrows in their spines.

Daisytown was quiet again, but I didn’t stop to enjoy it. I grabbed my shield, collected the arrows I could see, and went back to my car to get the fuck out of there. 

This run was a failure. I was glad no one knew about it. Otherwise, someone–or many someones–would know how blindingly incompetent I was. I could have died at several different points from my stupidity. 

If this was my first game of soccer, then I did the equivalent of picking up the ball and running with it. Yeah, I learned from those mistakes, but that run was full of giant errors that a halfway intelligent person wouldn’t have made.

I had a nice collection of these kinds of memories already, moments where I was embarrassed for myself to such an extreme that I felt queasy. I tossed this one on the pile. It landed somewhere between throwing up in my first girlfriend’s car and being so nervous for a freshman presentation that I farted while giving it.

            


Chapter 24: Performance Review


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from marshalcarper
                        

                    

                    Hail, adventurer.

This is Sidlunal's first attempt at a novel, and it's an excellent freshman effort. I'm enjoying Tears of Kasdael so far, and I'm looking forward to seeing what's next, both in the story and for Sidlunal:
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The Tears of Kas̆dael





It was just supposed to be a game.

Instead, Jasper got his heart ripped out by a brooding goddess and awoke to find himself in another world.  No weapons, no skills.  Naked. 

Trapped in a world full of ancient horrors, where gods and monsters still roam the earth, Jasper is forced to adapt quickly or die - and he's not ready to die.  Good thing he's a mage.



This is a high-fantasy novel with light LitRPG elements.  It's not super-crunchy, but the system is an important part of the story.  There is some light cursing and gore, but this is not a Grimdark novel.  There will also be no harem.

The current schedule is chapters on M-W-F of around 2000-2500 words, as well as occasional bonus chapters that provide background or insights into side characters.

This is my first real attempt at writing a full novel, but the story is based on a world that I've been creating and re-creating since I was a child.  I have an extensive "history" and religion, and even a semi-cohesive language system worked out, which will hopefully slowly shine through as the story progresses. I want to avoid having too many info-dumps, so I may from time to time post a bonus lore chapter that will explain some of the background for any who are interested.















                

                When I finally got back to the apartment, the sun had begun to set. Nathan wasn’t home, and I knew Beth was at work, so I had the place to myself.

I showered, grabbed a beer, and sat on the couch.

Having done so dozens of times between Daisytown and home, I pulled up my system profile:

Dorion Carmino

Class: Archer

Level: 4

XP Progress: 119/800

Str: 6

Dex: 10

Con: 6

Int: 3

Cha: 3

Abilities:


	Piercing Shot



Traits: 


	Ranged Accuracy




	Improved Reload




	Sharpen



Spells: (none)

I still couldn’t believe it. I went through all that and didn’t earn a single point of XP. Not a one. What bullshit.

On the positive side, I survived and did so without bashing my still-healing nose off of something. I couldn’t say the same for my ribs, but the pain had mostly subsided. 

The experience, which included my numerous mistakes, was educational when I stopped beating myself up for it. Dungeon goblins were mean, but fighting wild goblins on the surface was a different challenge entirely. Their craftiness combined with a landscape rich with hiding places was nothing like facing a group of them at the end of a dungeon hallway.

The whole drive home, I kept thinking about how much easier that fight would have been if I were a stealth archer. Though I reminded myself that no build was optimal in all scenarios, I still found myself regretting going dex archer. I knew, however, that if I were a stealth archer in a dungeon, I would be kicking myself for not choosing the dex archer build.

If I was ever going to hunt the wilds, I would need to get better at the following:

-Managing my gear

-Reading and understanding terrain

-Identifying signs of monster activity

-Spotting and avoiding traps

-Fighting indoors

-Evading pursuing enemies

Having a party was ideal. If I wasn’t alone, the goblin fight would have ended with the first encounter and been far safer overall. I couldn’t think of anyone I trusted enough to let in on my plan, and if I did know such a person, what would their motivation for hunting the surface be? I couldn’t tell them about the Unsung Heroes, so they would have no incentive whatsoever to go through the trouble of fighting monsters for no loot and no XP.

At some point in my endless inner dialogue, I fell asleep.



“Dor,” Beth said softly, shaking my shoulder. “Dor.”

I opened my eyes. I was still upright on the couch, and she stood over me in her work clothes. Her arms were crossed, and her face was hard.

“Something wrong?” I asked.

“Where’d you go today?”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

Beth sighed and rolled her eyes. “You made me turn on location-sharing, remember?”

Did I mention I was an idiot? “So you know,” I said.

“I know you were out in the middle of nowhere all day. I don’t know why.”

Clearly, I needed to start dumping points into intelligence. “It’s hard to explain.”

“Do your best.”

“I was monster hunting,” I admitted.

“Huh?”

“Monster hunting.”

Intense confusion joined her serious expression. “...Why?”

“There are some good jobs I could aim for, but they want people with experience in the wilds. I won’t be able to do that for a while, but I can get some practice around here. The wilds are just as much ruins as they are wilderness, so I figure the skills will transfer.”

“Who went with you?”

“No one.”

“Dorion. What the heck? That’s so dangerous.”

“I know.”

Beth sat down on the couch next to me. She smelled like beer from her shift at Milly’s. “I can’t believe you would risk dying. If I didn’t have your location and something happened, I’d never know what or where. You’d just never come home again.”

“There’s money in this path. It’s dangerous, but so is crawling. Right now, I’m risking my life in dungeons to either make zilch as an independent in five years or to sit behind a desk at the CDM for the rest of my life.”

“I didn’t think wild monsters had harvestable mana crystals.”

“They don’t.”

“Then where’s the money?”

“In the positions I can get down the road,” I said. “I’m not giving up on this yet. I know it makes you worry, and I’m sorry to do that to you, but this is important to me.”

“Is what you’re doing legal?”

I shrugged. “It’s a gray area from what I can tell.”

“So you went out there to hunt. How did it go?”

“I have a lot to learn. I lived, and I think I full-cleared a goblin nest. That makes me feel pretty good for some reason.”

Which wasn’t a lie. I did feel good about killing a bunch of goblins and living to tell about it. The part of that summary about what I learned was as far into my ineptitude as I wanted to go.

Beth dropped her face into her hands. “You went after a whole nest by yourself?”

“I’m an archer, remember? I can kill from a distance.”

“If I can’t stop you,” Beth began, “can you not hide it from me? Tell me where you’re going and when you’ll be back. That’s all I’m asking.”

“I can do that.”

“Thank you.”

“We can’t tell anyone about this,” I added. “It might not be illegal, but it’s definitely frowned upon.”

Instead of replying to me, Beth stood and went to the kitchen. “I’m making myself a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. Do you want one?”

“Uhh. Sure.”

“I’m liking bartending,” she said. “I’m terrible, but I’m getting better.”

“That’s good.”

“It will be a nice skill to have, I think. One of the line cooks was saying today how bartenders make a ton of money at downtown happy hours. It’s a lot of old rich dudes showing off to their friends by chatting up the cute bartender, so getting one of those jobs eventually might be good.”

“I didn’t know that, but it makes sense when you explain it.”

“I don’t think I want to go to school.”

Beth returned to the living room and handed me my sandwich on a plate. She sat next to me again.

She continued, saying, “I like actually working. I don’t want to go sit inside a classroom and pretend for four years. Knowing that a degree didn’t help you or Nathan makes me even less interested, you know?”

My mouth was full of sticky bread, so I nodded.

“I don’t know what I want to do instead yet,” she said.

“And that’s okay.”

“Not having a plan bothers me.”

I laughed. “We’re definitely brother and sister.”

“Thank you for being encouraging and supportive.”

“Of course.”

Beth stood and took my empty plate. “I won’t tell anyone about you hunting, but please be careful. I don’t want to lose you again.”



On Monday, I finished the scanning project close enough to 5 p.m. that Grensmith just sent me home. I didn’t find any more highly classified documents, but I did learn from an old CDM training manual that internships like mine used to be twelve months instead of six. Every intern got six months of enforcement training and six months with the investigation team. Now interns did one or the other, not both.

I reported to my old desk on Tuesday. Megan and Saito were the only interns not in the field that day. Saito welcomed me back, and Megan offered an uncomfortable hello and nothing else, which was strange for her. Megan usually greeted me like we were friends because I thought that’s what we were: friends. If I hadn’t done anything wrong, the source of the problem could only be one other person.

Nathan.

I told him not to make this weird for me. Megan and I worked well together.

Or we did, rather. Now that she associated me with my roommate, I couldn’t undo the damage. She would be promoted in a few months, I told myself. I could survive the awkwardness until then.

Nathan and I were still going to talk about this. Sometimes dates went bad. Fine. But give me a heads-up before you let me spend eight hours elbow to elbow with the aftermath.

Enforcer Chapman intervened. 

“Saito, Osheski, I need one of you.”

“Enforcer Grensmith has us on a project.”

Chapman looked at me. “How fast can you type?”

“One hundred thirty words per minute.”

Her head tilted. “Can you take notes?”

“I’d say so. I was going to teach high school English before I joined the CDM.”

“Are you on an assignment already?”

I shook my head.

Her eyes narrowed as she thought. “Okay. You’re with me today.”

Megan cast me a sideways glance as I shimmied out of the cubicle to follow Enforcer Chapman but didn’t say anything otherwise.

Saito whispered, “Good luck.”

I had to hustle to catch up. When I did, Chapman said, “I have several meetings today, and my assistant would usually take notes. She called off, so you’re in the seat now.”

“Am I transcribing, or is it more like class notes?”

“Class notes. I need the information, not the exact words. Can you handle that?”

“Yes,” I said.

“No talking in these meetings, and anything you hear is privileged. Understood?”

“Understood.”

“Wait here.”

She left me standing outside of her office while she went in and closed the door. Ten minutes later, she emerged with a laptop bag and handed me one of my own.

A brief drive later, we stepped into a conference room in a downtown hotel. Ten chairs and a few tables were arranged in a square. Each seat had a name tag and someone sitting behind it, all people I didn’t know, but I did know the guilds and teams they represented. 

The guilds:

-Buttymen

-Homestead Strikers

-Dungeon Industries Inc. 

-Allegheny Dungeon Extractors 

-Dungeon Delvers Guild, Pittsburgh Chapter

And the teams:

-The Furious Few

-Mill Rats

-Iron Crawlers 

These were the biggest outfits in our region.

Chapman leaned in and spoke softly to me, “These are all operations and compliance people.”

So administration, not active crawlers. 

“Sorry for making you wait,” Enforcer Chapman said. She pointed to where she wanted me to sit next to her at the head of the table. “I had to kidnap an intern.”

The people around the table chuckled.

When Chapman and I got our laptops open, she interlocked her fingers and started the meeting. “Thank you, everyone, for attending the quarterly compliance forum. I think this is the first time we have had perfect attendance. I know that’s not good news, so let’s get into it.”

The woman behind the Furious Few name card began immediately. “Why are you beating us to death with silly citations?”

Every other head in the room nodded that they wanted that question answered as well.

Calmly, Chapman answered, “The yet unidentified crawlers who attacked the occupied gates in other states are still at large, and CDM leadership felt that was proof our current enforcement procedures were ineffective.”

“Punishment, in other words,” the same woman said.

“The CDM’s mission is to protect innocent people from the dangers of dungeons. We failed. Civilians and civil servants died because several crawlers felt they were above the law and above human decency.”

I found it interesting that Chapman thought of crawlers as being a part of the threat dungeons posed. While I agreed with that logic, crawlers weren’t mentioned in the CDM mission statement. I know because I had to read it in four hundred different training modules:

Our mission is to protect the public by closing dungeon gates through any means necessary.

That was it.

A shorter man with the Homestead Strikers said, “None of our crawlers had anything to do with that. It’s not fair to punish everyone.”

“We are on high alert until the crawlers are identified. I didn’t decide this, and I can’t change it. I suggest we move on to more actionable topics.”

Everyone grumbled amongst themselves.

A bald man with a gray mustache and a fancy suit spoke on behalf of the Allegheny Dungeon Extractors. “I’d like us to talk about noise ordinances. Limiting our ability to harvest overnight forces more to happen in the day, which means people are rushing instead of prioritizing safety. If dungeon harvesters could be exempt from noise restrictions, we could work through the night and spread out the work.”

Unsurprisingly, that statement saw unanimous agreement as well. Everyone in this room ultimately made their profit from harvesting, after all.

“I’ll include your suggestion in my post-meeting report, but you should know that other states are increasing the restrictions around how much noise a harvest site can generate, and not just at night.”

“You’re not serious.”

Chapman nodded. “I am. There’s nothing official for us yet, but knowing your concern might deter the higher-ups from moving forward with it. What else?”

“We need a rule clarified,” a man from the Buttymen said. He wore blue jeans and a button-up. “We got cited for having hazardous materials stored too closely to a gate. Then, when we followed that directive, we got cited for storing them too close to residences. With how tight some gate locations are, how do we stay in compliance with both distance requirements simultaneously?”

Chapman accepted a folder he passed over. She briefly flipped through the documents and said, “Thank you for bringing this to our attention. I will get you an answer.”

The bald man from the Allegheny Dungeon Extractors asked, “What steps are the CDM taking to prevent dungeon campers from blocking gate access in the future?”

“We do not have infinite resources, so while we’d like to deploy security to every gate C and above, we don’t have the budget or the manpower.”

“Okay. So what are you doing?”

“We are increasing the severity of the crime. Bigger fines, more jail time.”

“That’s not going to protect the gate rights we pay good money for.”

“There is no evidence to suggest that gate camping will be an ongoing problem,” Chapman said. “Yes, there were several all at once, but the CDM believes it was an anomaly.”

“Anomaly or not,” the man countered, “The same measures that would prevent campers would also prevent crashers. We had crashers in five C-ranked gates this quarter. That’s absurd.”

The woman from the Furious Few added, “There are rumors the independent teams are just killing crashers.”

Chapman sat up straight and recoiled slightly. “What kind of rumors?”

“It’s just going around. Can’t really know if that’s happening or not, right?”

That was true. There wouldn’t be a record of the crashers ever having gone in. If your party came in behind the crashers, no one would know that you killed them because their bodies and any potential evidence disappeared when the gate closed. The CDM was using fines as a deterrent, but knowing that crawlers were murdering crashers was a far more compelling deterrent in my mind. Furthermore, a dead crasher couldn’t go on to crash more gates.

To be clear, I have never believed that killing crashers without provocation was acceptable. I’m just saying that I understood the motivation of the crawlers who did.

“Has anyone else heard this?” Chapman asked, looking around the room.

All of the heads nodded.

“Everyone? Really? How many of you think these rumors are legitimate?”

Every crawl team present raised their hands. One guild joined them: the Buttymen.

Chapman paused for a moment, leaving the silence to hang. “I know the reputable operations represented in this room wouldn’t stoop to that, but it would be very helpful if you helped discourage it. Remember that harvester safety standards didn’t apply inside dungeons for many, many years. But the loss of life was too big to ignore, so in came regulation.”

“Are you suggesting crawlers would be regulated during crawls?” the woman from the Furious Few asked.

Shrugging, Chapman answered, “I’ve been doing this a long time. As soon as a problem is too big to ignore, a whole new book of rules and procedures goes into effect. That’s just as bad for you as it is for me. Rampant murder will make all of our lives harder and pile on more work.”

If I had this thought, then I suspected others in the room did as well: Rumors weren’t problems. Until it was confirmed that crawlers were killing crashers, nothing would happen. After so long, crasher murders would stop because there wouldn’t be any crashers left to kill.
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The Ascender's Legacy [A CHAOTIC STORM LITRPG]





  "When the Storm Lord gathers the scattered, kingdoms fall not from his wrath, but from the weight of their own contradictions finally united."



Aodhán is an orphan from a backwater city in Laos, who has lived nearly all his life in a monastery surrounded by wise monks.

During a photography assignment for the monastery, he stumbles upon the legacy seed of an Ascendant and awakens the element of storm within himself. But wherever a storm stirs, chaos is quick to follow.

Thrust into a world filled with magic, runes, and powerful mages, Aodhán's destiny unfolds amidst thunderous clashes and rippling fury. Forced to abandon the peaceful teachings of the monks, he must confront his morality in a world that threatens his very existence. 



What to expect:

•Epic Battles 

•Elemental and conceptual abilities 

•OP MC
















                

                Nathan was out when I got home, which was unusual. He normally beat me by a few hours.

First Megan acted weird, and now Nathan didn’t come home? Was he avoiding me?

I texted him. “Hey. Are you okay?”

“ya. getting that sweet sweet OT money baybeh”

Ah. He picked up another shift. I was reading too far into this and inventing problems that weren’t there.

Maybe. He could be working overtime and avoiding me.

With Beth at work, entertaining myself was entirely up to me. I decided to pass the time studying wild goblins. I was still not medically cleared to pick up voluntary culls, so this was as close to training as I could get for now.

This probably shouldn’t have surprised me, but I found relatively few videos of people hunting wild goblins. Nearly all of the content was about dungeon goblins, which made sense. Crawlers rarely did wild hunts, and viewers liked the steady action of a dungeon. Hunting outside of a dungeon meant long stretches of inaction.

If I was streaming my Daisytown run, for example, watching me creep around town would make for terrible television. Even worse television? Watching me hide behind a bush for an hour, hoping the goblins searching for me would go away.

One of the channels I found was exceptional, however. 

Six brothers from Michigan moved their families to Canada to claim a plot of government land. This was the same program my old church intended to use. Landowners were responsible for closing any gate under B-ranked, lightening the number of gates the government had to manage while also reclaiming territory for humanity. The concept sounded smart to me.

The brothers recorded themselves running gates, but they also recorded the process of making their new homes safe from monsters. Until the majority of the monster population had been driven off or killed, the brothers were technically moving their families into the wilds, so they were motivated to root out any wild monsters nearby.

Keep in mind that this was a resettlement program, as in, all of the land the government gifted had once been inhabited. If you’re picturing dense forest and babbling brooks, that’s not what this was. The brothers had a whole suburban neighborhood, a strip mall, and an office park on their land. That meant lots of places for monsters to bed down and nest.

Two of the brothers were mages, and they briefly discussed bombing every building with spells. Ultimately, they decided that leveling them outright would make a proper, safe cleanup more difficult. Setting an old building full of asbestos on fire wasn’t the best decision when your family was all around breathing it in.

A party of six level 13s didn’t have any trouble fighting goblins, nor were most of their tactics transferable to a low-level solo archer. They did talk about goblin traps at length, though, and that was a trove of knowledge I desperately needed.

First of all, goblins weren’t engineers, so their traps had limited sophistication, narrowing the scope of trap types you had to be wary of. Their traps were simple tripwires, deadfalls, and sometimes pit traps. Goblins wouldn’t dig their own pits, but they would take advantage of an existing pit if they could. 

One pit trap the brothers found was a hole in the living room floor of a house, and another was an old cistern. Goblins only had so many options for covering up a hole, so avoiding pit traps distilled down to being infinitely skeptical of stepping on top of any sort of ground cover–leaves, sticks, rugs, tall bent grass, etcetera.

Spotting the other kinds of traps was trickier. The key was to think about the best places for traps as if you were a goblin. If that dim corridor would be a great place for a tripwire, check for one. That door left ajar would make for a nice deadfall setup, so look. 

The glass bottle trap I walked into? That was a deadfall mechanism used as an alarm. Goblins liked to put those in places where your sightlines of the battlefield were especially limited. In other words, when the alarm went off, you were in the worst position to see the goblins moving against you. That was probably why I never saw the goblins around the trailers.

I had to practice thinking like a sadistic asshole when I moved through an environment. If a sadistic asshole would do it, then a goblin definitely would too.

At some point, a few hours and countless videos later, I sat back. Was I this certain that I was going back out again? 

Yes. Yes, I was.



Enforcer Chapman didn’t pull me into being her notetaker the next day. She did, however, assign me to a large, tedious project. Going back five years, I was instructed to confirm the status of every suspected, charged, or convicted gate crasher. By status, I mean if they were living, dead, or if their status was unknown, as in there was no record of them dying, but they abruptly stopped paying taxes or accessing their health insurance. 

I went name by name, cross-referencing the crasher list against the Social Security Administration database and the National Death Index. Though I wasn’t privy to the next step, I had a guess as to what it was: See how many of the dead and unknown status crashers disappeared under mysterious circumstances. 

We had no real baseline for what a normal amount of crasher disappearances looked like–at least as far as I knew–making my assignment the very beginning of that effort. If crawlers recently became more ruthless about dealing with crashers, then the data would reflect that spike somewhere.

These records couldn’t account for the crashers with no prior records who disappeared in gates, which in my mind was significant. Surely the majority of active crashers were the ones who had never been caught, but I had no real basis for that, and this investigation had to start somewhere.

None of the other interns mentioned anything about crasher killers or rumors of that ilk, so I didn’t either. I was instructed not to reveal anything I heard, and I intended to listen.

Don’t misunderstand me, though. I desperately wanted to gossip about crawlers killing gate crashers, but being able to keep my mouth shut was a prerequisite for pretty much every possible position I could earn in the CDM. Guarding secrets was definitely a requirement for Unsung Heroes. They kept their secrets so well that I gunned for a job I actually knew nothing about. 

Thankfully, Megan wasn’t at her desk very much that day. McDouglas pulled her out for some fieldwork, but the brief time she spent sitting next to me was tangibly awkward. I could feel her deliberately ignoring me, and she didn’t speak to me once. No hellos or good mornings. Only an uncomfortable glance.

“Want to get some lunch?” Saito asked at some point.

“I’m pretty swamped,” I answered, giving myself a five-minute break to scroll around on my phone. “I think I have to pass today.”

“Missing person rates?”

I glanced over my shoulder to see Saito looking at my phone screen.

“Oh, I’m so sorry,” Saito said. “That was really rude. I didn’t mean to look. It just caught my eye.”

He did seem genuinely embarrassed by his behavior.

I shook my head. “Don’t worry about it. I was curious about it, so I looked it up.”

“Learn anything interesting?”

“On average, there are six hundred thousand missing persons reports filed every year. The majority end up solved or canceled. Only something like one percent are never solved.”

Saito thought. “I wouldn’t have guessed reports were that high, but it makes sense, I suppose. A lot of those cases have to be things like kids running away or old people wandering off, so they probably get found quickly. Six thousand unsolved? That’s a really small fraction of the country’s population.”

“Three hundred million against six thousand,” I replied. My thinking had traveled a path similar to Saito’s. “So something like .002% of the population each year.”

“Interesting. Well, want me to get you anything while I’m out?”

“I’m good. Thank you, though.”

The more records I parsed, the more I began to imagine who these crashers were. I hadn’t crunched the numbers or anything, but most crashers were between eighteen and twenty-five, or they were older than forty. Very few crashers fell into the age ranges in between.

Kids like me trying to get a leg up and older people desperate for money, perhaps? 

My spreadsheets couldn’t answer those questions, of course. I could tell you how old they were, where they were from, their general criminal record, and their gate-crashing record. I knew nothing, however, about who they were or the lives they lived.

Still. I found myself hoping this rumor was baseless. A few kids trying to squeeze a level or two out of D and E gates didn’t deserve to get massacred by professional crawlers.



On my way home from work, Beth texted me: “Heading in now to cover an earlier shift. Still closing, so I’ll be late. I made a bunch of mac salad. Tell Nathan he can have as much as he wants too!”

He would definitely be happy to hear that. When I got into the apartment, though, he wasn’t around. I waited a couple of hours, ate far too much mac salad, and finally convinced myself to address whatever issue had Nathan avoiding me.

I texted, “Beth made mac salad. It’s fair game.”

“thanks!”

“Is everything okay? Megan’s been weird at work, and I kind of feel like you’re avoiding me.”

“we’re cool”

“You and I are cool, or you and Megan are cool?”

“both. i’m getting dinner with her now and then doing another OT shift. can we talk about this tomorrow night?”

“Talk about…?”

“it’s too much to text. i promise tho it’s all good”

So there was something. The disconnect I felt wasn’t entirely made up if Nathan had something big enough to share that he couldn’t text it. Confirming there was a something only worsened my anxiety, however. 

He and Megan were having dinner, suggesting their early days of dating were actually going alright. Maybe he was getting ready to move out and felt bad about telling me?

Did I make an inappropriate joke or comment that bothered Nathan or Megan deeply?

Was he regretting his offer to let Beth stay with us indefinitely and feeling bad about having to break it to me?

Did getting assaulted by that crawler have more serious health consequences than I knew? Or maybe that changed his perspective on tolerating our friendship?

My phone rang.

“An E gate needs cullers by 10:30 p.m. Are you available?”

I wasn’t medically cleared to do culls, and Grensmith said that would take me off the voluntary crawl list until a physician officially cleared me. If I was getting this invitation, someone messed up. Perhaps my medical status never made it into my records? Perhaps someone removed it prematurely by mistake?

Whatever the root cause, I was not supposed to be getting this call.

Instead of explaining that to the man on the other end of the phone, I said, “Yes.”

“Thank you for your service. I am texting you the address now.”



This gate was by far the most remote gate I had seen yet. Windy Gap was in the very southwestern corner of the state, and it felt more remote than any of the places I saw on my way to Daisytown. There were barely any homes or structures–abandoned or otherwise–along the way, and the roads had been more or less ignored by society. On two occasions, I had to navigate around a washed-out road, and that was on top of the obstacles the GPS knew to avoid.

Bridges had failed and were never repaired. Mudslides, rockslides, and fallen trees were never removed. Supposedly, the state was required to maintain a certain percentage of roads in unpopulated areas like this because people like me used them to reach and close gates, but none of what I traveled that day had been repaired in at least three decades.

On the way, I passed the time with a crawler podcast, lower-ranked influencers who still did well for themselves even if they weren’t the best at clearing gates. This episode was a recap of major news items, with one catching my attention more than the others: An outdoor mall in Baltimore was recently cleansed of goblins by the EPA.

Apparently the Old Town Mall was a popular, walkable place in the city once upon a time, but now it was abandoned and most of the buildings condemned.

That description sounded on point for the location of a goblin nest until you looked up the location on a map. The Old Town Mall was in the heart of Baltimore. There was a Burger King two blocks away, and the Johns Hopkins Hospital was only five or so blocks away.

How did goblins penetrate that deep into the city without getting noticed? That was the troubling question on everyone’s minds. Like most major cities, Baltimore had a web of sewer drains, underground rivers, and old train tunnels beneath its streets, but the EPA team that cleared the Old Town Mall nest flattened the buildings in the process. If the goblins had access to the sewers, the evidence was now beneath a few tons of rubble. The EPA insisted the problem was solved, however.

Searching the underground seemed like the logical next step, and a few guilds volunteered to help, but the city stonewalled the release of those records. Making maps of public infrastructure so easily available was a safety concern, they argued, because what terrorist worth their salt would pass that up?

I turned the volume down when my GPS said I was close to the gate.

I soon learned that the address I was given was actually the address for a rendezvous point, not the gate itself. A truck with a trailer was parked alongside the road when I arrived, and two men in their late thirties were just finishing unloading four ATVs.

“Name?” the larger of the two men asked.

“Carmino.”

“Good. You know how to drive one of these?”

“Yes.” Our church community had a few when I was growing up. We used them for getting around our farmland, mostly.

“Excellent. We’re waiting on one more. I’ll be the captain. I’m a fighter. The guard is a brawler.”

“Archer.”

“I can read.”

“Right.”

After several minutes of no one speaking and only looking at their phones, I asked, “How far off the road is the gate?”

“Three quarters of a mile, give or take,” the captain replied without looking up.

“Do we know what kind of dungeon?”

“Goblin.”
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                     The Kindest Vampire [LitRPG] [Isekai]              

    
        Dr. Harold Blackstone spent a lifetime helping others and their pets. He lived a good life, died peacefully, and should have moved on. Thanks to an afterlife clerical error, he’s been turned into a vampire.     

    
        Now he’s in a dangerous, game-ruled world with powers he never asked for and a System that’s just trying to help. All Harry wanted was to avoid hurting anyone.     

    
        And the first thing in his way is a dungeon no one walks out of.     











                

                At level 4 and with my goblin experience, everything in the E gate felt slowed down, like I had extra time to think and could see more of the battlefield in front of me. One outing of hunting wild goblins didn’t make me an expert by any stretch, but they weren’t as scary now. The nervousness I felt in my first goblin run was gone, so I could put the entirety of my focus on being an effective crawler.

The boss was a goblin berserker. I asked if I could join for the fight, but the captain told me no. A petty part of me believed that was because he wanted the XP for himself. He was probably too high-level for a single berserker to matter all that much, though.

Once my ATV was back on the trailer, I checked my system profile:

Dorion Carmino

Class: Archer

Level: 4

XP Progress: 182/800

Str: 6

Dex: 10

Con: 6

Int: 3

Cha: 3

Abilities:


	Piercing Shot



Traits: 


	Ranged Accuracy




	Improved Reload




	Sharpen



Spells: (none)

63 XP. It wasn’t nothing, but man, did I prefer the return I got on that one D gate. With the way the voluntary cull program operated, I had no way to push or lobby for getting better gates. Volunteers got what they got. End of story.

My next day of work, I didn’t see Megan whatsoever. That wasn’t unusual for interns, but with Nathan’s “talk” coming that evening, I found myself reading into that.

I had officially cross-referenced two years of crasher records by that point. A few here and there were reported missing and never found, but that didn’t seem like enough to corroborate a rumor about crasher kills. Then again, I had no baseline to compare it to, I was not versed in probability and statistics, and I was still three years' worth of records away from the present day.

All of that is the long way of saying I didn’t know shit.

I got home a little later than usual because I both wanted to know what Nathan was going to say while also wanting to put it off for as long as possible, so I kept at the records longer than I really needed to.

Nathan and Megan were already in the living room.

“Hey, man,” Nathan said. “How was work?”

“Nothing exciting.”

“Did you try Beth’s mac salad?”

“I did. It was really good.”

“Right? I think I ate half a gallon of mayonnaise. I had so much.”

I sat. “What do we need to talk about?”

Taking a deep breath, Nathan looked at Megan. She nodded.

“We know you’re going out and hunting wild monsters,” Nathan said.

“We?”

“It wasn’t intentional. You know how the walls are in this place. We were in my room and heard you and Beth talking about it.”

“Both of you?” I asked.

Megan blushed.

“Yeah, man,” Nathan answered. “I know we weren’t supposed to know, and I feel really bad about getting in your business like that. Even if it was an accident.”

“I know you wouldn’t eavesdrop on purpose,” I said. 

“Still. It feels shitty.”

“That’s where the weirdness is coming from, though? You disagree with me hunting?”

Nathan shook his head. “Dude, no. Hang on.” He stood, went to his room, and returned a moment later with a shopping bag. He handed it to me.

I pulled a box out of the bag. “What’s this?”

“It’s a GoPro.”

“I can read the box, asshole.” 

Nathan grinned.

“I mean, why are you giving me this?”

“We thought it might help with the training to have a way to review a run. If you want to become an influencer, there’s that too, but I know that isn’t something you want. I do know how you are with tests and assignments, though. If you got something wrong, you always went back to figure out why.”

“You’re saying ‘we’ again,” I observed.

“Megan helped me pick it out, and, well…” He turned to Megan. “Do you want to tell him?”

She nodded nervously. “I want to go with you,” she said.

“On wild monster hunts?”

“Yeah. I know that’s asking a lot, but I think the practice would be good for me too, and us working together is safer than either of us working alone.”

I didn’t know what to say. I had prepared for half a dozen possible conversations, but this wasn’t one of them.

“Sorry,” she added. “That wasn’t fair of me to ask.”

“I’m not offended,” I replied. “I’m just surprised. Most people would say it’s a waste of time.”

“You said before it was to help you get a better job later. What are you aiming for? If I can help there too, I want to.”

“Oh. There’s no specific job. I just have a hunch that being well-rounded would help me.”

Megan frowned at me. “You’re a terrible liar.”

“No, I’m not.”

Nathan laughed. “Bro. You’re so bad at it. You get real nervous and real still at the same time.”

“You know something I don’t,” Megan said. “I also work where you do and know that we don’t get to talk about some of the things we learn. What I really care about is that you figured out something appealing enough that you would go hunt wild goblins alone.”

“Uhh…”

“It’s okay. You don’t need to confirm it. Everyone else is following the same old path and hoping for different results, but you aren’t. I don’t need to know why, but I want better career opportunities for myself too. If there’s a chance wild hunts will help me later, I want the experience.”

“I still wouldn’t be able to say anything, if there was anything to say.”

“I understand,” she answered. “I won’t ask either.”

“You’re going to risk your life without knowing the full picture? Really?”

Megan shrugged. “If anything, hunting wild monsters will prepare me for a dungeon surge if we ever have to deal with one. It seems like a whole different kind of challenge to me.”

“It is. It’s weird to go from a crawl to a hunt. Umm… I’m not opposed to bringing you along, but I’ve only gone once. I’m not an expert.”

“We can learn together.”

“Before you commit, you should be aware that I have no way of knowing what kinds of monsters we’ll encounter. I can say where monsters are expected to be. That’s it. That means we won’t know the quantity of monsters either.”

“How are you finding these hunting spots?” Megan asked.

Nathan put a hand on her knee. “Maybe we don’t ask Dor to spill all his secrets.”

She nodded. “You’re right.” To me, she said, “I understand the risks. If you’ll have me, I’d still like to join you.”

“Then I guess we’re officially a party now.”



I knocked on the door to Enforcer Chapman’s office.

“Intern Gray, hello.” 

How did everyone get the idea to call me Gray instead of Carmino? Was there a literal memo?

“Close the door,” she said.

I obliged.

“Well? Does the data say anything interesting about crashers going missing?”

I had recently finished the project and emailed Chapman to let her know. She asked me to see her in person.

“I’m not an expert, so I don’t know what’s normal and what’s a standard deviation or whatever that’s called.”

“I know,” she said.

“Right,” I replied. “There does seem to be an uptick in missing crashers over the last six months.”

“How big of an uptick?” she asked.

“One or two a year to five.”

Chapman took off her glasses. She set them down as she leaned back in her chair and rubbed her eyes. 

I didn’t know what to do, so I stood awkwardly in front of her desk waiting for her to tell me.

“This is going to be a shit show,” she groaned. “We’re not cops, and we don’t have the budget to become cops either.”

“I don’t know if I’m allowed to ask, but wouldn’t we have seen some sign of this during the enforcement blitz?”

“All but one of the crashers we observed got in and out before crawlers got there. In that one instance, the crawlers wanted the refund on the gate and never went farther than stepping inside. A week is too small of a sample size.”

“That makes sense,” I said. “What would you like me to do next?”

Chapman sat back up and put her glasses on. “I’ll send you another batch of records. Follow the same process. That will be all.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

By the time I returned to my desk, I had a new email from Enforcer Chapman. She wanted me to go back an additional five years. Part of me thought the next step would be reviewing missing persons’ cases in general to see if we could identify any crashers who didn’t already have a record, but we were enforcers, not investigators. Even if wading through years of paperwork felt like an investigation, I was an intern. 

Later that day, Lofold, one of the other interns, struck up a conversation with Saito and Wilson.

“You guys heard this rumor that crawlers are killing crashers?” Lofold asked.

“No,” Saito answered. “Where did you hear that?”

“A friend.”

Wilson didn’t take her eyes off her screen. “We don’t know how reliable your friends are.”

“They’re CDM.”

Saito perked up. “Crawlers killing crashers, huh? Someone would have had to rat for that to get out of a dungeon.”

Lofold shrugged.

“Or bragged,” Wilson added.

“Crawlers do like to brag, don’t they?” Saito put his hands behind his head. “Yeah, someone shooting their mouth off sounds more likely than a betrayal.”

Lofold asked, “You’d have to have a ton of boots on the ground to catch someone in the act, right? I don’t see what the CDM can do about it without doubling our staff. You’d basically have to witness it happen to catch them.”

“Drone tech is always improving,” Wilson offered.

Neither Saito nor Lofold seemed impressed by that explanation. 

“Could develop an informant or send undercovers into all the guilds,” Saito proposed. “That still leaves you with no evidence, though.”

“Murder isn’t supposed to be that easy,” Lofold said.

Saito agreed. “Yeah, that’s scary shit. Dungeons are already mostly lawless, but the majority of crawlers play along with being upstanding citizens. If they figure out there are no repercussions for killing crashers? Yikes.”

“On top of the camper slayings,” Wilson said.

Lofold nodded. “Might get awfully busy around here soon.”

The trio went a long stretch without speaking. Processing records wasn’t difficult, but it was complex enough that holding a conversation while working was hard, so I didn’t do anything but listen. 

As if the conversation had never stopped, Saito said, “You’d have to honeypot it. I think that’s the only way to catch anyone killing crashers.”

“Honeypot?” Lofold asked.

“Bait, essentially. An undercover team crashes gates intentionally to see if crawlers attack them.”

Lofold whistled. “Fuck everything about that. If I got thrown on that team, I’d quit right there. Not a chance am I risking a fight with a killer crawler.”

He probably shouldn’t say that out loud, I thought to myself. I also agreed with him, for the record. 

Even if levels were equal, crawlers would be better equipped and better trained than anyone from the government. If a killer crawler attacked and the target revealed themselves as CDM, wouldn’t they have a bigger incentive to finish what they started? Otherwise, they’re getting jail time and probably losing their license. Wiping the CDM honeypot party would be much less trouble.

Saito said, “After seeing what one crawler did to Gray, I’d like it if they gave us better training in general. Sorry to rub salt in that wound, Gray.”

“It’s fine,” I replied.

“Buddy of mine did the police academy,” Saito continued. “They only spent like four weeks on hand-to-hand self-defense. Army bootcamp is only ten weeks long in total. Marines do twelve.”

“What are you saying?” Lofold asked.

“I say I wish they gave us better training, but I also know our government. If we ever got something, it wouldn’t be enough to matter much.”

Lofold nodded. “You’re not wrong, my guy.”

“That’s also why I think they won’t actually do a honeypot,” Saito added. “I don’t know what they would do instead, but I got to figure most anyone in the CDM would reach the same conclusion we did. If they send in undercover crashers, they’ll get killed. That’s a lot of human resources budget to replace all of those people.”
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                Friday night, Nathan, Megan, and I went to Beth’s work to say hi and to have a drink.

Not surprisingly, she was too busy to really talk with us, seeing as it was Friday night and all. I still wanted to show her some level of support, though. We grabbed a table and shot the shit.

“Can you tell me where we’re going tomorrow yet?” Megan asked. 

I wasn’t deliberately withholding information from her, but if I explained why I waited until the day before to pick a spot, she would know about my EPA workaround. I don’t know why, but I felt like protecting that information was important. We were least likely to get caught if we targeted recently added Sites of Concern, I believed, so I looked for updates just that morning.

“We’re going to Brownsville,” I said.

“Is that far?”

My head wobbled. “An hour and a half south. I’ve been out that way for my side job, so I’m somewhat familiar with the area.”

“Including Brownsville?”

“No, it will be my first time there,” I answered. “This location is a little outside of the primary city ruins, though.”

I flipped my phone around to show her the satellite view of the location. On the Monongahela River, the site was an old factory of some sort that must have grown steadily over time. I counted nine long buildings bunched together with six different roofing styles between them. 

“That whole place is infested?” Megan asked. Nathan looked at the map with her.

“I have no idea, but I hope not.”

Megan tapped the map a few times. “Holy crap. This place is over a mile long.”

She spun my phone back around. The line from the measurement tool she used was still on the screen. That was a good trick, I realized. With intel this limited, I needed to spend more time getting whatever I could out of the tools I had. Knowing the size of the site wasn’t game-changing, but it was helpful. I was probably missing other easy wins like that.

“So, you guys show up and poke around until you find monsters?” Nathan asked.

“More or less,” I answered.

“That’s a lot of poking.”

I shrugged. “I have no idea what I’m doing.”

Megan and Nathan both laughed.

Beth suddenly slid into the booth next to me, and a strapping blonde-haired man did the same next to Nathan. Frankly, he was handsome. He looked like the kind of guy who pledged to one of those Harvard-level frats where they all wore jackets and khakis and gossiped about the latest country club news.

That wasn’t fair, I told myself. I was already assuming he was an asshole, and he hadn’t even spoken yet.

“Hi guys!” Beth said. “I only have a minute, but I wanted to introduce you all to Jonathan. Jonathan, this is my brother Dorion, his roommate Nathan, and their friend Megan.”

Jonathan went around the table shaking hands. “Nice to meet you all.”

“How’d you two meet?” Megan asked.

“I barback at Deerskull between classes. I was lucky enough to meet Beth before she moved on.”

Beth chuckled. “‘Moved on.’”

Jonathan smiled. His teeth were brilliantly white and perfectly straight. “Didn’t want to dredge up bad memories.”

“I think I should get back,” Beth said. “Good seeing everyone.”

Curiously, Jonathan took her seat instead of departing as well. “Beth said you two are CDM.” He indicated he meant Megan and me.

“We are,” Megan confirmed.

“I want to get into crawling so bad. My pops said he’d pay for college but not gate fees, so I’m learning accounting. Carry on the family business.”

Megan sipped her beer. “You’ll make way better money in accounting.”

“Not if I got a few levels and got picked up by a guild.”

Megan gestured in my direction.

“It might make you feel better to know that it doesn’t really work like that,” I said. “That was my game plan too. The reality is only casters get hired from the outside. Guilds and teams are pretty much all nepotism hires.”

“I know the chances are low.”

Sighing, Megan added, “That’s how we thought of it too. Your chances are literally zero. They’re not small. They don’t exist.”

“Damn. How about you, dude?” Jonathan asked Nathan. “What do you do?”

“HVAC. Working at the airport right now.”

“I drive by that place every day. That project looks massive.”

“It’s a lot to build, yeah.”

Looking at the time on his phone, Jonathan scooted out of the booth. “I’ve got to run, but I want you all to know I think Beth is really great. Hopefully we get to hang out again.”

And he was gone.

“I don’t know how you’re staying so calm right now,” Megan said. “If I were Beth’s brother, I’d hate knowing that dude is porking my sister.”

I shook my head. “What the fuck, Megan?”

***

Another lesson learned the hard way: Don’t pick a hunting site that requires crossing a river.

The GPS told us to cross the Monongahela River via the Lane Bane Bridge, which not only crossed the river but also crossed an entire valley. Some one thousand five hundred feet up, the bridge emptied onto the top of a distant hill where part of Brownsville stood. The rest was down the hill, near the river below. At this height, the buildings were small, and we had a clear view of the several brick industrial structures still standing along the river.

It was beautiful.

The valley, not the bridge. Most of the four-lane bridge was still standing, but a stretch in the middle had collapsed, leaving only a single line connecting the two ends. 

Naturally, access was fenced off with several warning signs about the bridge being dangerous and unusable, but someone had moved those out of the way. From some old muddy tire tracks, it looked like people still crossed the bridge using the one lane still standing.

“We aren’t crossing this bridge,” I said.

Megan breathed out. “Oh, thank God. I was worried you’d want to go for it.”

“Yeah, no. I believe in a lot of things, but I don’t believe in that hunk of asphalt.”

Leaning on the door of my car, I searched the map for another way across.

“There’s a bridge about twenty minutes north of here in a place called Belle Vernon. Then we’d loop back down along the river to get to the nest. Oh, wait. There’s a smaller bridge that’s closer. ‘Big Blue Bridge.’”

“What color do you think it is?” Megan asked.

Ignoring that, I continued, “It’s not far from here and actually puts us closer to where we’re trying to get.”

“Let’s check it out.”

A few minutes of winding country roads later, we could see the ruins of Brownsville again.

The Blue Bridge was a truss design, putting a big metal cage of beams and supports over the road that crossed the river, giving it a tunnel-like feeling. And it wasn’t very blue. The bridge was now mostly reddish-brown from rust, and the paint that had survived had turned a dirty gray. 

We weren’t driving over this bridge either. The holes were smaller than in the previous bridge, but there were several places with clear, straight-down views of the moving water. There was, however, a pedestrian crossing to the side of the lanes meant for cars. It looked like it was in good shape.

“We can cross and do the rest on foot,” I said, “or we can go look for that other bridge.”

“What are the chances it collapses?”

“Not a clue.”

Megan thought. “I’m good with walking if you are.”

We got our gear from the car. We both had the same basic CDM kit, so our armor matched. She had a longsword and shield, whereas I had a shortsword, a bow, a quiver, and a shield. I considered the shield for a long minute and put it back in the car. The protection was a comfort, but in Daisytown it had become a liability. It simply wasn’t practical for an archer class to lug a shield around. I needed two hands for my bow.

When I looked up at Megan, I saw she too had a GoPro mounted to her helmet, just above her headlamp. Now it made sense why she seemed so knowledgeable when she helped set mine up.

She smiled. “I had to get one too. If we used just yours, the only footage we would get is from you way in the back doing your bow and arrow thing.”

“I know you’re trolling me a little, but I agree. Two perspectives will be better than one.”

Megan also had a coil of rope over her shoulder, her sheathed sword on her back, and a crowbar in her right hand. When she saw me eyeing those too, she said, “Always have to have a rope.”

“Want me to carry something?”

“I’m guessing my strength stat is higher than yours.”

Megan was a level 5 brawler, so she was almost certainly correct. The few brawler build guides I browsed through all prioritized investing in strength to some degree, which was typical of melee martial classes in general.

So Megan carried the rope and the crowbar in addition to her sheathed sword and the shield on her arm.

We hit record on our cameras and began our adventure.

The visible holes aside, the crossing felt relatively sturdy. When we passed by sections that were especially damaged, I saw the state of the beams under the bridge. Swimming across the river to get back to my car might be safer than walking back across again. Too little metal was doing far too much work, regardless of how it felt beneath my feet.

I wanted to talk to Megan about the many sites and details of the town that caught my attention, like a rusted-out sedan with a lawn chair on the roof or the side of a brick building spray-painted with the words “sorry about the mess” in big swooping letters, but we agreed beforehand that moving quietly through ruins was in our best interest. If monsters were active, noise would draw their attention. We still told each other when we saw something weird, but our conversations were limited to pointing and funny faces.

We spent relatively little time in the town of Brownsville proper, which I found myself being thankful for. Brownsville wasn’t a big place, but it was gargantuan compared to Daisytown. With a number of multi-story brick buildings lining the streets, there were too many places for a monster–or a person–to hide and watch. Our route had us doubling back to a set of railroad tracks that ran along the river and under the Blue Bridge.

According to the maps, the tracks would take us directly to our target factory. 

Trees and shrubs sprouted between railroad ties. Their number and density were so great that the few places with older growth on both sides of the tracks felt more like a forest than an abandoned railway.

The new growth on the tracks was a sharper green and much shorter than the other wooded sections, looking like a scar through nature. It was mostly healed, but the ghost of the railroad wouldn’t go away for a while. I wondered how long it would be until this place outgrew the scar completely.

We left the main tracks at a small junction, taking us into a construction yard of some sort. Thick metal sheets about half the size of a rail car lined either side of the tracks in orderly stacks, two or three rows deep in some places. A few of the piles were taller than I was, but most came up to my chest. Plants fought their way through the cracks, but this was a giant paved pad, meaning there was far less green here compared to Daisytown.

Ahead, a freestanding rusted metal arch a few stories tall rose over the tracks and was wide enough that the rows of old materials were within its footprint as well. Megan looked at it curiously.

I knew it as a gantry crane, a tool for unloading trains. All of the metal we saw likely came in by rail, and once upon a time, this crane would have unloaded it.

To our left was a trailer-sized building with broken windows and missing doors. Ahead of us was the first factory warehouse. Before we made this trip, Megan and I used satellite images to estimate the width of this place. It came out to about 140 ft, which meant nothing to me, so we sought context.

The Statue of Liberty is 305 ft tall, so the structure we saw was half that size across. Frankly, that felt incorrect when I first did the math, but now that we stood in front of it in person, that estimate struck me as small. The main door yawned like a maw, larger than even the drawbridge-style gates that sometimes accompanied high-level dungeons. 

The sheet metal siding was rusted and dented but was otherwise intact. Inside, through the maw, patches of light shone down onto the factory floor, revealing a long stretch of metal rollers on one side and several smaller rollers on the other, each meant for easing the challenge of moving heavy materials.

A few stacks of metal were in here too, but they were cut into smaller pieces, and several were shaped into ninety-degree curves. Graffiti tags didn’t blanket the interior like they did in places closer to Pittsburgh, but there were still several pops of intensely vibrant colors here and there.

Knowing better than to walk right in, Megan and I made to walk around the perimeter to better scout the hunting site, but both sides of the warehouse were fenced off and thick with briars. We could probably get through it all, but it wouldn’t be easy and would definitely not be quiet, so we approached the maw.

I had given Megan a primer on goblin traps–the little that I knew, at least–on our drive in, so she knew to pause at the doorway. No signs of tripwires or deadfalls. The path ahead was all cracked concrete floors, awash in green weeds and years of dead leaves. Megan also knew not to step anywhere where the ground was completely covered without checking it first. A pit trap in a place like this was unlikely, as the goblins would need a jackhammer to dig it, but we were careful anyway.

This warehouse was about 280 ft long, so crossing it slowly took time. The smell of dead fish and rotten meat was potent, even at a distance, and the intensity grew as we continued on.

I scanned constantly, checking every corner and every pile of debris for monsters waiting in ambush, but none came. We passed quietly by giant machines too big and too old to salvage–presses, maybe?–and traveled beneath another gantry crane. This one had vines growing up it wherever trickles of sunlight could leak through the roof.

The size of this place could hold hundreds of goblins, but I repeatedly reminded myself that a nest needed time to get that big. The structures would be just as large whether five goblins had moved in or whether there were one hundred. 

The next warehouse butted up against the first and was actually longer, but not by much. This structure had three gantry cranes and what looked like an overturned barge. It would make sense for a barge builder to be on the river like this, so maybe that’s what this place used to do.

Whatever it was, the massive flat surface was a popular canvas, it seemed. The hull looked like it had been tagged over and over to form several layers of paint.

That was also the first time we saw evidence of monsters. Here and there were little brown footprints from goblins coming and going. Based on their path, they came out of the next warehouse ahead and used an exit on the riverside of this building with relative frequency. 

Megan set down her rope and then quietly unsheathed her sword and put the crowbar in its place. Damn. That was smart. I wouldn’t have thought to do that, forcing me to either leave the crowbar behind or carry it around like a dual-wielding dork. I needed a crowbar sheath too.

We found the source of the stench. The goblins were using a corner of this building for their garbage. A pile of poorly cleaned fish bones with a few deer mixed in sat in one corner. In the other corner was a pile of goblin feces with a large puddle spread around them.

Those were clues, I realized. How much did goblins eat? If I knew that, the size of the garbage pile could give me an indication of the nest size. As it was, the pile didn’t strike me as that big. Twenty fish and maybe four deer.

The next warehouse ahead seemed no smaller than the ones we had passed through already, but its contents were different. Before we approached the doorway, we studied the obstacles we could see from where we were.

Ten feet in, a wall of scrap and debris stretched across the warehouse floor, blocking our view of anything beyond. Climbing over it was not an option. If the goblins didn’t kill us, a stupid fall would. We also couldn’t see how to get around the wall from our outside vantage point, but the goblin tracks suggested there was indeed a path to take.

Megan and I looked at each other and nodded. We both knew this was the nest. 

With my bow and arrow ready, I followed closely behind Megan, in part because I wanted to be near someone who actually had a shield and because I wanted to help scan for traps. We turned the corner of the doorway and followed the wall to the left to the next opening in the scrap heap. We were definitely being funneled, I felt.

I put a hand on Megan’s shoulder. A tripwire was two steps ahead. She nodded and carefully stepped over. I did the same. 

We turned the next corner and got a better view of this warehouse’s interior.

Goblins weren’t the first squatters to nest here, it seemed. Instead of massive industrial machines, the floor was spotted with cars and campers. I saw all sorts of human garbage scattered about, from beer cans and bottles to foil wrappings from candy bars. Everything circled a relatively central point of the warehouse where part of the roof had caved in. Through the gaps in the cars, I spotted the remains of a well-used burn barrel sitting beneath the hole in the roof, surrounded by old couches, backseats yanked from cars, and ratty stained mattresses.

We couldn’t see the entirety of the nest, but we saw several goblins asleep. A few in the cars, but mostly on the seating around the burn barrel.

Megan gave me the look that she was ready. I set my stance and drew my bow.

My back foot crunched a leaf, and goblin eyes sprang open.
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                Megan had her shield and sword up, ready for the green balls of hate weaving through vehicles and trash to get to us. Most carried metal pipes or wooden clubs.

Exposing myself was a risk, but I needed a better vantage point.

I scrambled up the hood of a car and stood on the roof. 

“Maybe fifteen goblins,” I yelled. “Six are moving toward your left.”

TailF3ther’s latest round of feedback echoed in my mind: I tended to lock my draw elbow where I needed it to be stable yet mobile. In correcting that, he told me to think about forming a straight line from my draw elbow, through my forearm and hand, then the bow, and finally my grip.

If any of those pieces were out of alignment, my shot would be much less accurate.

Elbow. Straight Line.

I took a goblin off its feet with a headshot, which, to be honest, still felt really fucking cool. 

Two streams of goblins were coming for us. I focused on the rightmost stream so Megan could keep her attention on the left. 

My arrows hit car doors and windshields more than I’d like to admit. This nest had a lot of cover, and my timing had to be perfect to catch a goblin passing from one car to another.

Elbow. Straight Line.

Elbow. Straight Line.

I spotted movement in the corner of my eye. A goblin with a brick in its hand climbed on top of the camper nearest to Megan, readying a surprise attack.

That trick almost got me killed in Daisytown. Never again.

Elbow. Straight Line.

Megan unleashed a guttural war cry, and the air around her seemed to shift and shake. Brawlers could use Taunt too.

She stepped back to give her right flank a bit more cover and thrust her sword through the nearest goblin. Shifting, she lashed out at the next monster. Her sword blurred as it unleashed four consecutive strikes in the time it took her to deliver her first thrust. She darted forward with inhuman speed, hit another goblin, and then another and another.

In the guides I read, they called Megan’s brawler build “the Machine Gun.” In general, brawlers chose that build or a more traditional tank build, as many brawler abilities increased damage resistance and durability. The base brawler skill that everyone with that class had from the start was called Durable. It gave Megan a 20% bonus to damage resistance and a free point of constitution.

I suspected Megan chose Machine Gun over tank because she was fairly small. Like a hockey goalkeeper, a tank had to fill the space they were meant to protect. That was simply easier if you were big.

The Machine Gun build relied on two abilities at its core:

Rapid Attack

Class: Brawler

Type: Ability

Cooldown: 20 seconds

Duration: Instant

Unleash three strikes with blindingly quick speed. If you attack more than one target with Rapid Attack, you must succeed on a dexterity check to change targets. Add an additional strike to Rapid Attack for every 4 dexterity points, rounded down.

Momentum

Class: Brawler

Type: Trait

Cooldown: None

Duration: Perpetual

Gain a 5% boost to attack speed for every attack landed in rapid succession. Momentum expires if you fail to land an attack after 1 second.

Rapid Attack juiced the speed bonus of Momentum pretty much instantly, hence her swift and violent fury.

I supported her from my elevated position, but I needed to get closer to cover her as she advanced deeper.

I hopped down. I activated Piercing Shot to kill two goblins charging me and jumped on top of another car. I slipped and bounced my head off the windshield as I fell. The impact rippled through my still-healing nose, triggering a blossom of pain in my face.

Blinking through the water that filled my eyes, I recovered my footing and tried the climb again, actually making it that time.

Running swiftly, a goblin three times the size of a grunt wove through the maze of obstacles with a metal pipe raised over his head. His angle of approach put him on a path to flank Megan.

“Berserker!” I yelled. “Fall back!”

Megan ripped her sword out of a goblin’s chest and retreated toward me. “Where?!”

“Ten o’clock! Hold there.”

She slid to a stop between two SUVs. The goblins she had fought before pursued her, and she went to work chopping them up.

“Focus the berserker!” she called.

So I did. 

Elbow. Straight Line.

Elbow. Straight Line.

I unleashed arrow after arrow. Several glanced off the old cars, but just as many hit. He had two arrows in his head and three in his shoulder by the time he reached Megan, never so much as stumbling from my attacks.

The goblin’s pipe on Megan’s shield sounded like a hammer on metal. She blocked two more, the attacks coming too quickly for her to launch a counterattack. 

Elbow. Straight Line.

Elbow. Straight Line.

The sound of the pipe hitting Megan’s shield rang out again and again.

The green bastard was a living pincushion, its Berserk ability masking the pain and the damage. When Berserk ended, he would be fucked, but I didn’t know how long that would take.

So I kept shooting.

One of my arrows punched through the goblin’s eye, throwing its head backward as it cried out in pain.

That was the delay Megan needed. She triggered Rapid Attack and ripped open the Berserker’s chest with a flurry of strikes that grew faster and faster.

A hand grabbed my ankle, but movement to my right caught my eye at the same time. I looked over in time to see a stone sailing toward me. If the goblin beneath me with a tire iron had waited another second, I would have taken that rock to my chest. Instead, I held my ground, ducked the rock swiftly with my enhanced dexterity, and shot an arrow straight down into the goblin’s skull.

With a quick swivel, I sniped the goblin who had thrown the rock.

Back to Megan. The berserker was down. She killed two more goblins who had aimed to attack her from behind while the berserker distracted her.

“Got eyes?!” Megan yelled, searching her surroundings for more enemies.

“I don’t see any.”

Megan climbed onto the roof of a car near her and helped me search. “Me neither,” she declared a short time later.

When I went to climb down, my one foot felt heavy. Ah. The goblin died but didn’t let go of my ankle. I kicked my own shin a few times to shake it loose.

We joined back up, and I switched to my sword to help Megan search for any goblins that might have hidden. Twenty minutes later, we were reasonably certain we had killed them all. The only interesting discovery was a bunch of used needles, bent spoons, and broken vials around the campfire. No, the goblins weren’t shooting up. Whoever squatted here before was.

Megan and I gave each other a thumbs up to say we were good. 

Megan took off her helmet. Her hair was soaked with sweat and hugged her skull. Her face was red, but her breathing had mostly recovered during our search.

“Look at that, I earned a whole XP point,” she grumbled.

I checked my own XP:

XP Progress: 184/800

I gained 2. This was also my second nest, and I had earned nothing from the first. 

“I think we did alright,” she added.

“Me too.” We bumped fists.

“You’re right, though. That was way different from a dungeon crawl. It was like the whole room was trying to kill us. The cars, the trash, everything.”

I nodded.

“That was a hell of a rush too,” she continued. “Dungeons get my heart pumping, but all that creeping around and then suddenly a rush of monsters? That’s a different sensation. Like, there’s so much buildup to the fight.”

“Yeah.”

“What now? We just leave their bodies?”

I shrugged. “I guess? I don’t know what the EPA does with corpses, but they’ll get here and see we did the hard work for them.”

As we gathered my arrows, Megan said, “That was my first berserker. No captain has let me into that boss fight yet.”

“Same.”

“My shield arm is going to be real stiff tomorrow. He hit fucking hard.”

“Sounded like it.”

“Thank you for taking a chance on letting me come,” Megan added. “I know we don’t know each other that well, but I feel like I clicked immediately with your group–you, Nathan, Beth. I wouldn’t have done this with Saito.”

“Lofold?”

Megan laughed. “Absolutely not.”

I joined her laughter. “I feel you on clicking. I think we worked pretty well together, especially for a first run.”

Megan looked around at the encampment one last time. “So, we’re doing this again next weekend, right?”



On the way home, Megan downloaded my GoPro footage to her laptop. She seemed nervous when she asked if she could, but I had no issue with that. I wanted to see the fight from her perspective as well, so she promised to email me her footage later that night.

Sunday evening the next day, Beth cooked and invited Megan to join us.

“Is dinner exciting enough for you guys?” Nathan asked, grinning.

Megan rolled her eyes and gently pushed his shoulder. “What’s in this meatloaf? It’s so good.”

Beth smiled. “Thank you. The secret is some barbecue sauce in the ketchup.”

“Huh. Yeah, I can taste a little brown sugar, I think.”

“It is really good,” Nathan concurred.

“Sooo Jonathan was cute,” Megan teased.

Beth blushed. “Yes, he is.”

Megan laughed. “How long have you two been seeing each other?”

“Couple weeks. He’s a sweet guy. He volunteers with this youth baseball league, and he’s so good with them.”

“Yeah?”

Nodding, Beth said, “I went today to watch. It’s so cute.”

“Is it serious?”

Beth looked at me suspiciously. 

I raised my hands. “I didn’t put her up to this. I promise.”

“No,” Beth answered. “We’re just hanging out right now. If I wanted to be married at eighteen, I would have stayed home.”

Megan nodded approvingly. “That’s the right move. Shop around for a while.”

“Is that what you did?” Nathan asked.

“Maybe.”

“I’m pretty expensive myself, you know,” he joked.

“Me too.”

“I am very aware.”

While I was happy for Nathan, I preferred to not be in the front row for this flirting. “I’m glad you’re you,” I said to Beth. “I’ll always worry, but knowing you’re smart makes it easier.”

“We haven’t had sex yet. If we do, I’ll use protection.”

“Are you all in on trying to torture me tonight?” I groaned.

Everyone at the table laughed.

“I want to hear about the hunt yesterday,” Beth said. “Or is it a secret?”

“Umm…” Megan looked at me. “Can we step outside for a sec?”

I obliged. We shut the door to the apartment and talked in the hallway.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“Nothing’s wrong. I thought this conversation should be private, though. I have the crawl footage.”

“Right…”

“I edited it together last night, so it’s a more complete view of the run than looking at just one file or the other. I didn’t want to say this in front of Beth in case you were uncomfortable with sharing that.”

“Thank you for being that considerate,” I said. “I’m okay with it.”

Megan bounced back into the apartment and sat down with a smile.

Nathan glanced about suspiciously. “What’s going on?”

“If you guys want to watch the run, I edited everything together last night.”

Beth wiggled in her seat, clapping. “Yes!”

A few minutes later, we moved all of our plates of meatloaf to the living room. Megan put the video up on the screen.

She fast-forwarded to the moment we entered the final warehouse, right before the fighting began. Presently, we saw from Megan’s perspective while my view was in the corner. She said the term for it was “picture in picture.” With this approach, we would always be able to see both angles.

The focus switched to my view when I climbed on top of the first car, making my view big and Megan’s the small one in the corner. 

I assumed Megan would have edited the footage for herself, highlighting her own contributions, which wouldn’t have been selfish. That just made sense for the time she put into this. But that’s not what this was.

Instead, she always prioritized whose camera had the best footage at that second. The footage of Megan using Rapid Attack was nearly indecipherable because of her speed, for example. We watched most of that action from my perspective, and it was as impressive on the rewatch as it was in person.

“Why are your voices weird?” Beth asked.

“I used a voice changer,” Megan answered. “The easiest way to share these with each other would be a private YouTube channel. Technically, only the two of us would have access, but I’m paranoid and changed the voices so no one could recognize us if the video got out somehow. I also bleeped out the times we used each other’s names, which wasn’t until after when we were clearing the warehouse. We didn’t use names once until then, weirdly. I blurred our faces too.”

“So, I’m dating a certified badass,” Nathan declared. “That was nuts.”

Now it was Megan’s turn to blush.

“Are berserkers rare?” Beth asked.

“For wild goblins, kind of,” I answered. “From what I’ve read, this nest was on the small side for a berserker, but it happens. In the gates we crawl, berserkers are dungeon bosses sometimes.”

“You killed a dungeon boss!”

“Take it easy,” Megan interjected. “They are dungeon bosses in E-ranked gates. That’s not impressive.”

Beth shrugged. “It is to me. You should share these online.”

“There’s not much of an audience for wild hunter footage. Most of this run was just us walking a bunch.”

“So? You said you were frustrated that information on wild goblins was so limited. You could help someone like you, and your voices are already changed. No one would know it’s you two.”

“I’m not opposed,” Megan offered.

I thought for a moment. “If our identities are scrubbed, sure.”
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THE AETHERBORN





Thorne’s world is thrown into chaos when he uncovers the truth about his heritage. He is an Aetherborn, tied to an ancient power that others would kill to control. Forced from his home, he must survive on the streets, relying on his wits, cunning, and newfound abilities to navigate a world filled with ruthless guilds, dangerous factions, and deadly backstabbers. 

As he grows stronger, Thorne learns that survival isn’t just about strength. He must manipulate those around him, play dangerous political games, and outsmart enemies who hide behind friendly faces. But in a world where betrayal lurks in every shadow, Thorne’s greatest challenge might be resisting the power within that threatens to consume him. 

 

What to Expect: 

Intense action: From thrilling hunts to deadly street battles, Thorne must fight for survival at every turn. 

A complex world: Explore a richly detailed world filled with shadowy guilds, political intrigue, and warring factions. 

Aetheric powers: Watch Thorne master ancient abilities that can reshape reality, if they don’t destroy him first. 

Deception and manipulation: Thorne must learn to navigate lies, schemes, and backstabbing allies in a world where trust is dangerous. 

Character growth: Follow Thorne’s journey from a hunted boy to a powerful force, balancing survival with the cost of wielding his power. 

Chapter Lengths: Expect chapters that range from 2,000 to 3,500 words. 

Support me on Patreon and get access to 20 chapters ahead of the public release!















                

                McDouglas emailed me late Sunday night, asking me to see him first thing Monday.

The email subject was “Monday,” and the body read, “My office before anything else.”

Writing emails like that should be illegal, and I was thankful I didn’t see it until that morning. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have slept a minute. I would have been up imagining all of the terrible news this meeting could possibly have. Did he catch on to me hunting already? Or did I mess up somewhere else? Did they think I leaked the gate crasher news because the other interns knew?

I knocked on McDouglas’ office door.

“Come in. Shut the door.” He wore a pastel blue polo shirt today. “Chapman says you take good notes. Is that true?”

“Sure.”

“You grew up in a doom cult, right?”

My head tilted involuntarily. “Yes…”

McDouglas gestured for me to follow. We went up four floors to the eighth. I would have asked him what was going on in the elevator ride, but that asshole made us take the stairs. He practically ran up them.

This was one of the floors for the investigation department.

A few quick turns later, we stepped into a conference room with a giant white eraser board covering one wall. Another wall was a map of southwestern Pennsylvania. A few of the pins were connected by yarn, red or yellow, to several pinned headshots and notes I wasn’t close enough to read.

Chapman was there already, as was an older gentleman I had never seen before. Fifties, perhaps? He had a perfectly trimmed white beard and a look of perpetual annoyance on his face. Two younger men were in the room as well. One of them I recognized as an intern investigator from one of my culls.

“This is Intern Enforcer Gray,” McDouglas said. “Gray, this is Investigator Dempson. He’s a crotchety Lead Investigator that shouldn’t be taken seriously.”

Dempson shook my hand. “McDouglas was in investigation a ways back. He couldn’t keep up, so he went Enforcer.”

McDouglas and Dempson both laughed.

“And you know Enforcer Chapman.”

I nodded.

They also introduced me to the two other investigators, but I don’t remember their names. 

“Your case,” McDouglas said to Chapman. “Ready when you are.”

We took our seats. Chapman got up and stood in front of the evidence board with the map.

“Investigator Dempson,” she began, “How much did McDouglas share with you?”

“Only that you have a potential lead on CKers. I’m coming into this fresh, if you didn’t mind starting from the beginning.” By context, I gathered that “CKers” stood for “crasher killers.”

“I haven’t seen most of this either,” McDouglas added. “Starting there is good for me too.”

“Should I start taking notes now?” I asked McDouglas softly.

He nodded at me, disappointed I needed to ask.

Chapman began, saying, “To date, we’ve struggled to find any confirming evidence of these rumored CKers. We have several missing persons we are chasing down, but connecting them to any one gate hasn’t been possible. Missing persons are often reported days later, so we can’t pinpoint a concrete crash day, let alone drill down to a specific gate.

“On Saturday, the CDM helpline got a call from a woman claiming to be a grandmother worried about her sons and grandsons. She knew for certain they intended to crash on Friday, but it was Saturday night and none of them were home yet. Talking to her more, we learned that they were all in the same church community, and she was so worked up she shared that several church members had been crashing gates when they could.

“Half a day missing isn’t much of a runway for starting an investigation, but I got pinged that she mentioned gate crashing, read the transcripts, and called her back. She was anxious, yes, but she was lucid, not hysterical.”

Chapman turned to reference the evidence board.

“Each pin on the map represents a gate that was active that day, all ranks. We know they left at 6 p.m. from their community on Friday. Any gate with a string, red or yellow, closed after 7 p.m. and was within an hour and a half drive of the community. For clarity’s sake, the earliest close was 9:05 p.m. We have people checking each location for abandoned vehicles. We have the descriptions from our tip to narrow that down.

“Next, red yarn represents gates we think are the most likely candidates. Yellow represents any gates out of reach for their rank. And the red and yellow strings wrapped together are E gates. Technically, they might have crashed an E gate, but the grandmother was certain they ran Cs and Ds. She didn’t know their levels.

“Two independent, three Furious Few, three Mill Rats, and five Dungeon Delvers parties had rights for this collection of gates. I have the headshots for every crawler associated with each gate and a brief rundown of their level, affiliation, class, and any priors–crawler, civil, federal. These are photos of the crashers we think are missing.” 

Chapman pointed to a group photo with a few faces circled. It looked like it was taken at an outdoor picnic. Four men with streaks of gray hair stood arm in arm with two men that struck me as college-aged.

“This was taken three months ago. Most recent we have. Her four sons are between 40 and 55. The two grandsons are 19 and 22. If the tip is right, that means one of these parties may have killed them.”

Dempson said, “They could have been killed by monsters.”

“None of these parties reported crashers or anything suspicious in the dungeon.”

“Which is what you would expect after a CK. It works against them to report crashers if they killed them.”

Chapman nodded. “We brought Intern Gray in to take notes on our meetings and to act as an assistant to McDouglas. He is also from a church community, and we thought that perspective could end up being helpful.”

“Do you have anything to add?” Investigator Dempson asked me.

“I’m not sure what’s relevant. The community they’re from wasn’t mine.”

“We know the limitations,” Dempson replied. “Were there crashers in your church?”

“Not when I was there. I heard recently they were buying gates to level and call themselves ‘demon hunters’ instead of crawlers now. In about a year, they plan to move to Canada for a property resettlement program. They have to clear most of their own gates as part of the deal.”

“Buying?”

“That’s what I heard. I haven’t heard anything about crashing, but I’ve also been out for six years.”

Dempson nodded sagely. “Imagine those six men were from your community. What kind of people would they be? Angry? Quick to violence?”

I shook my head and had the sense he was guiding me gently with his word choices. “Angry sometimes, but not in general. If they were from my community, they would all fully believe that the world ended when the gates showed up. They are ‘Soldiers for the Lord’ in a literal sense, and their mission is to drive Satan and his demons out of this world so that it can become heaven.”

“Duty and righteousness,” Dempson said.

“Yeah. That’s a good way to describe it.”

“How isolated from society are these communities?”

“They’re not all that cut off. They will go to the grocery store in town to shop and gladly use any technology that makes their lives better. They dress a little weird, more conservative and a little formal, but look like anyone else otherwise. News, books, movies, games–anything media-related they block out. Satan would use that media to infiltrate the Lord’s army, so approved content only was the policy.”

Dempson stroked his beard. “Thank you, son. If anything else comes to mind that might help, speak up.”

“Yes, sir.”

Chapman passed a folder to McDouglas and a folder to Dempson. “I’m heading up to the church community to see if anyone else knows anything more specific about the crashers. I’d like for you to interview the party captains on our suspect list. I split them up for you already.”

McDouglas and Dempson both nodded as they flipped through their respective files.

“We’ve already informed all sources that we needed to speak with them and are in the process of bringing the relevant members in. They do not know this is about crashing. For the indies, they didn’t answer our calls. You’ll need to chase them down.”

Chapman put both hands on the conference table and leaned forward.

“Any questions?” she asked.

“No,” McDouglas and Dempson answered in unison.

McDouglas bumped my shoulder. “Come on. We’ve got rats to talk to.”



McDouglas shared a nugget with me to make reading the crawler intel more interesting: Anyone who took caster as a multiclass was definitely a nepotism hire because martial classes don’t get recruited. He felt that was important to note because these individuals were the most likely to be diehard loyalists. They would do anything to protect their families.

When I asked him why he believed that, he said that martial multiclasses were more likely to have extreme emotions. Getting a martial class inside of a guild family was like being born with a birth defect. Growing up a fighter when your brothers and sisters were born casters was tough on a kid. 

If someone was going to overcompensate to cover something up, it would be the crawler with a chip on their shoulder. 

We needed two straight days to conduct all seven of our interviews. The tricky part was that we couldn’t mention crashing directly in any of them. If crawlers got too suspicious of our interest, they might be even more careful, which meant fewer chances of catching them in the future.

We talked to the Mill Rats first. Their headquarters was in the Strip District, a riverside Pittsburgh neighborhood known for unique shops and a weekend market that was so busy many people argued they should just close the main street, if not permanently, then for the duration.

The historic buildings were all red brick mills, factories, and warehouses, and for a moment, I thought about Brownsville. It probably looked something like this in its prime. 

The Mill Rats headquarters was an old factory converted into office space. The interior was high-end and modern, like any other office for a high-profit operation. This was a far cry from the dingy floors I associated with the CDM idea of an office.

Recapping all of these interviews isn’t worthwhile because they each gave us the same story. They showed up. They ran the gate. They went home. Other than the crawls being different types of gates from one another, they were remarkably ordinary.

Save for one detail.

“Think any of them did it?” McDouglas asked.

“I’m not ready to accuse anyone.”

McDouglas grinned and nodded. Was that a test? Did I just get it right?

“How about suspects worth looking into?” 

Here were my choices from the Mill Rats:

-Martin Kielar, male, sixty years old, black mage.

-James Donas, male, thirty-one years old, black mage.

-Robert Rectenwald, male, forty years old, spellsword.

Other than the spellsword being a little bit of a dick, I didn’t see any holes, problems, or even moments where they looked suspicious. The only detail that differentiated them was how they handled run footage. And I could picture how he reacted when we asked him for it.

Martin Kielar, over six feet tall, had streaks of silver in his red beard. He had the kind of bulk where describing him as “big boned” was not a sneaky way to say he was fat. His frame actually seemed denser and larger than the average person, like he should have been an honest-to-god barbarian from the Dark Ages instead of a black mage.

He smirked when McDouglas asked about footage. I fucking hated when people smirked.

“Kielar was the only one who didn’t record his runs. The other two gave us the footage from their runs to review. He couldn’t because he preferred to crawl ‘old school.’”

“Very good. We’ll confirm the footage is authentic, unedited, and not computer-generated, but they were quick and casual about handing it over. I’m confident it will be real. Why do I have that confidence?”

I might actually be good at this, I realized. “CKs rarely get investigations. Anyone willing to CK has probably done it before, but I doubt they edit every one of their runs just in case.”

“I agree,” McDouglas said.

The next day, we interviewed the three party captains from the Furious Few who ran gates that night. The Furious Few chose two floors of a downtown high-rise for their headquarters, and any time I tell someone that’s where they’re located, I get questions about training.

How do a bunch of crawlers train in a place like that? Wouldn’t that be a danger to the building?

No guild or team trained inside the city limits. They were not allowed to. Their training facilities had to be a certain distance away from any active structure. Abandoned buildings didn’t count as “active,” so finding such a space wasn’t all that hard. With high-level crawlers controlling immense power, anything closer to civilization would be a danger to every civilian in the area.

Training facilities rarely blow up, by the way. There were a few incidents in the early days of guilds–one in New York and one in Boston being especially catastrophic–so federal regulations came down to ensure it never happened again.

Our interviews with the Furious Few went about the same as they did with the Mill Rats. We talked to three party captains. Two of them recorded runs. One didn’t. The biggest difference was that when we requested the run footage, a Furious Few manager stepped in. Oddly, it was the same woman from my time with Chapman. Her tip sparked all of this, and now she was unknowingly blocking it from continuing.

We needed a warrant.

McDouglas would put that in motion, but he believed the two captains who recorded were honest because of how easily they offered up their videos. It wasn’t until someone intervened that we were denied the footage. They could still be lying, of course, but that lowered the likelihood in his mind.

For the Furious Few, our interview list looked like this:

-Sarah Marron, female, twenty-eight years old, white mage.

-George Baker, male, thirty-five years old, spellsword.

-Darwin Collins, male, thirty-eight years old, ranger.

Baker, the spellsword, didn’t have footage to share. He was lean and muscular but not bulky, like a pole vaulter or a swimmer. He didn’t smirk like Kielar, but he had a ridiculous mustache that he clearly spent a great deal of time shaping and curling as well as shiny black hair that went down to the middle of his back.

The mustache itself wasn’t necessarily what put me off, but buried in all that wax was a distinct air of snobby superiority that I felt the moment he came in the room.

He said he only recorded when he felt like it and wouldn’t commit to any specific frequency. Did he record half the time? Less? More? He couldn’t say.

The very last crawler we interviewed was an independent captain living in McKee’s Rocks, a part of the city that had a reputation of being rough in places. He lived in a duplex with his wife and three kids.

He never recorded his runs either. To me, he seemed exceptionally bitter, but McDouglas said that was common for indie crawlers. He saw it so often in innocent people that he ignored it when he interviewed anyone not in a guild or on a team. Anger and frustration were their default emotions, not indicators of something amiss.

Not having footage kept the indie on our list simply because we couldn’t completely disqualify him, but McDouglas said the party members didn’t regularly run together. That happened a lot with independent crawls: Someone couldn’t make it for the run, so you called around until you found someone who could, sometimes a friend-of-a-friend kind of situation.

Six relative strangers weren’t likely to agree to murder, McDouglas believed. The exception would be if the murders weren’t planned but happened anyway for some reason. At that point, they had no choice but to become co-conspirators. 

The whole two days, I wanted to believe McDouglas was taking a special interest in my development, mentoring me for the Unsung Heroes, but that was beyond wishful. He had been just as interested in teaching me before I found those documents. 

Reading too far into something only ever ended in heartache.

But I had made it to the fourth month of my internship. Saito was sent to Washington D.C. for an extended training on new data tracking software but would be back as a full-time enforcer eventually. A startlingly muscular intern named Peter Black replaced him. He played football in college, didn’t get picked to go pro, and was now trying to build a life without football. He was nice enough but was pretty quiet.

Two more months, and I got my CDM pay bump. That was only eight weeks. I could handle that.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from marshalcarper
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Cheers, friends.
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A Pioneer's Blood

by Steve Rock


“A Pioneer’s Blood Waters the Tree of Civilization”

 

The Galaxy has finally learned peace. The Akaadi Imperium and Libera Coalition have put down their blasters for now, turning to the Frontier to replenish their resources. But, they'll need Pioneers. Dropped into remote, inhospitable worlds, Pioneers must hunt for useful salvage. Valuable materials, lost technologies, and unique lifeforms are all pursued, at grave peril.

 

Enter Daniel Hardgrave. The old man who raised Hardgrave had always told him, "Do what you want, Danny, but never become a Pioneer. Life's short enough. Don't become expendable". Hardgrave had listened, scratching out a living as a humble fry cook. Until he learned he had a little sister to care for. Wanting to fund her education and give her a better life, he enlisted as a Pioneer. And unknowingly threw himself into the maw of the Apocalypse. Old powers are gathering, threatening everything Hardgrave has ever known. For an ex-fry cook trying to provide for a genius little sister and cynical cat, it's an impossible threat. But his discovery of an ancient technology could change all of that…

 

Inspired by series like Warhammer 40K and videogames like Helldivers 2 and Lethal Company, this is a tale of a man who faces danger where others will not go.

 




What to expect

Pulse-pounding action in exotic environments.LitRPG-like progression, with a sci-fi twist.Minor romantic and comedic elements



:arrow_forward: Read on Royal Road⤳ Start Reading

Don't miss out on this incredible story!










                

                Beth, Jonathan, and I sat in the apartment watching old episodes of The Wilds: Alaska. Old for me and Jonathan. New for Beth.

The party spotted not one but two frost drakes flying over a valley as they hiked below. Beth was so nervous for them, but Jonathan and I knew they would spend three episodes playing up the drama of frost drake sightings only for nothing of significance to really happen. They had another sighting, and they thought the drake had seen them, but then they didn’t see another frost drake.

At least not yet. They could potentially show up again later in the season. They had plenty of distance to cover before the show was over. 

“This might sound like a strange question,” Jonathan began, “but what do you take away from a run? Mentally. Not so much the emotion but what you learn from it.”

“Why is that strange?”

“It’s very specific and out of nowhere.”

I wobbled my head. “Okay, yeah, that’s unexpected. I don’t mind, though. Give me a second to think on it.”

Jonathan returned his attention to the television. In some situations, that could be rude, like he couldn’t suffer the boredom of waiting quietly for me to answer. What I saw instead was an effort to make me feel comfortable and to give me as much time as I wanted.

Shit. I was starting to like this guy.

“I’ve not done a lot of runs, so I still make a lot of mistakes. I try to get something from that, and usually the captain or the guard isn’t shy about telling you when you’ve done something stupid.”

“Like what?”

“We were running a squid dungeon and-”

“Squids? That’s a D-ranked crawl.”

I nodded. “You know your dungeons.”

“Didn’t you just get to level 4? How were you in a squid dungeon?”

“That’s complicated, but the short version is they needed another body, and I was available. I went in level 2 and came out level 4.”

Jonathan spun so hard the couch shook. “What?!”

I held up my hands to try and calm him. “I really didn’t do much, and that’s not me being humble. That’s the truth. We had a bunch of frontliners, so I stood in the back. Not any serious danger for me personally. If I was in the frontline, I don’t know that I would have even been invited. Beakers are especially mean bastards.”

“That’s nuts.”

“Like I said, I was surrounded by babysitters. I got tunnel vision and didn’t watch low while I attacked high. Slimes got my leg, and one of the said babysitters peeled it off of me right away.”

“Still,” Jonathan said. “That’s pretty cool.”

“Thanks.”

Jonathan was twenty-one years old. I was twenty-four. Why did I suddenly feel like a mature adult?

After half an hour or so, Jonathan asked, “Do you think there will ever be a program that lets regular people crawl? I would love to at least give it a shot.”

“I doubt it,” I answered.

A knock came at the door.

Standing, I said, “That’s dinner. Don’t worry about pausing it. I’ve seen this.”

I waited a suitable amount of time to be certain the delivery guy was gone and collected our burgers and fries. Handing the bags off to Beth, I grabbed some napkins, a bottle of ketchup, and a jar of mayonnaise.

Jonathan eyed the jar. “You like extra mayo on your burger?”

“Dip my fries in it. I know, it’s weird.” I handed Beth the ketchup. I knew she would want it.

“No, it’s…” his voice trailed off.

Beth completed his sentence. “It’s weird.”

“There are a lot of people who do this. I’m not alone.”

“Sure, sure,” Beth teased. She paused to look at the bottle. “Do you remember ‘ketchup kaboom?’”

I laughed.

Jonathan glanced between us. “What is a ketchup kaboom?”

“When Dor and I were kids, I was five? Maybe six?”

I shrugged.

“Well, we were young,” Beth continued, “and for some reason I can’t remember anymore, we were wound up more than usual one morning. Dor and I are literally running laps in the house. As quickly as we could. Mom was making breakfast, and I guess she tried to get our attention but couldn’t. Then she goes,” Beth paused to put on an angry mother impression before saying, “‘Eat. Your. Breakfast!’ and she slams a bottle of ketchup on the table.”

“Slams,” I repeated. “She isn’t exaggerating. That bottle came down like she was trying to stab something to death.”

Beth grins. “The thing explodes. Plastic bottle, not glass, by the way. Ketchup flies in every direction like a grenade had gone off. Mom’s still pretty mad, but the ketchup kaboom stunned her. Dor looks at the ketchup all around the kitchen and casually says, ‘I can’t eat my eggs without ketchup.’ Mom stares at him for a few seconds and then leaves the room with the broken bottle still in her hands.”

“Ketchup kaboom makes sense now,” Jonathan said. “It’s good you found it funny. I think that would have scared me to death if I was in your place and that young.”

“Mom had a lot of angry moments,” Beth replied. “I think that’s one where we kind of deserved it, though.”

“Yeah. When she was really angry, she would do things like look you in the eye and say, ‘You stole my youth.’”

Jonathan’s mouth dropped.

“Sorry. It’s funny to me now, but my face looked like yours when it happened. Anyway, I’m going to do some reading. Beth, is it cool if I use the desk?”

“It’s your room.”

“Not at the moment.”

“Yes, it’s cool.”

“Thank you,” I said. 

I took my half-eaten burger and my french fries with me. And the mayo too, of course. 

Beth and Jonathan had entertained me all night and would want time to themselves, I told myself when really I was embarrassed. 

That happened to me a lot in college. I would share a story that I thought was perfectly benign, and the room would look at me with horror and pity.

Then some well-meaning asshole would say something like, “I’m sorry you went through that.”

I didn’t like people feeling sorry for me, but that wasn’t the worst part. For someone who already felt like an outsider, those moments made it clear that I wasn’t normal, that I wasn’t imagining that sense of separation between me and everyone else. 

I made a mental note that ketchup kaboom was one of those stories I shouldn’t tell.



The judge denied our warrant. We had no definitive cause to seize or search anything. Choosing to not record a run wasn’t a crime, and our criteria for who was a suspect was too open-ended.

McDouglas said he agreed with the judge, but he hoped the recent tensions around killer crawlers would tip the scales a bit. It didn’t, so I was tasked with reviewing crawl records going back five years for every party on our interview list as well as Dempson’s.

Had these parties reported crashers in the past? If so, how many? Did an enforcer make any notes about that crawler’s behavior at the time of the report? Did any of these parties suddenly stop reporting crashers? If so, when?

Martin Kielar, the sixty-year-old black mage from the Mill Rats, and George Baker, the thirty-five-year-old spellsword from the Furious Few, were still McDouglas’ top suspects.

While several of the crawlers on our list had magic items of some sort, Kielar’s and Baker’s sounded extra nefarious. Kielar had a scepter of Greater Fear, and Baker had a sword of Scorching.

Fear was a spell that did the opposite of the Taunt skill. If the targets failed to resist it, they were overcome by a sense of being under threat. Enemies weren’t sent fleeing for their lives, but they were hesitant and lacked confidence in their abilities.

Greater Fear, however, was more aggressive, drawing on the target’s own fears for inspiration. We don’t know specifically how it affects monsters, but when used on a person, the spell amplified their deepest fear and triggered a minor hallucination relevant to the fear.

Someone afraid of spiders wouldn’t imagine themselves covered in them, but they would believe that their enemies were moving in service of that fear. If they got too close, the spiders would come out.

Baker’s sword of Scorching could transfer intense heat on impact. The effect had a cooldown, so it didn’t influence every strike, but if he hit an opponent’s sword and triggered it, his opponent would feel like their sword was a hot pan, fresh off the stove.

It could do the same thing to sections of armor, like platemail or, say, most any helmet. Having your face cooked off by a red-hot helmet was a brutal way to die.

It could have been a coincidence that McDouglas’ top two suspects had villainous-sounding weapons, but their sadistic potential was hard to ignore. Again, that wasn't evidence of anything. They simply fit an imagined narrative built around what I thought a CKer might be like.

Toward the end of the day, McDouglas pinged me to see him in his office. His polo today was black, by far the least vibrant color I had seen him wear. I wanted to ask if, perhaps, his polos were some form of mood ring, but I thought better of it. Our relationship wasn’t like Nathan’s and mine, and his shirt was black. If it was a mood ring, black was a warning.

“Stay close to your phone,” he said. “Chapman got stonewalled by the doomers. Investigators are watching the community to see if any of their other people decide to go crashing. If they were smart, they would take a break for a bit, but doomers don’t get described that way very often.”

He paused and looked up at me.

“Sorry.”

“It’s fine.”

McDouglas continued, “The investigators are mostly handling the surveillance, but we’re on call if they need bodies.”

“Anything I should prepare?”

He shook his head. “You’ve done stakeout shifts before. It’s more of that.”

“Understood.”

“Keep up the good work,” McDouglas added as I stepped out of his office. “You’re on the right path.”

“Thank you, sir.”

When I got back to my desk, I felt a little lightheaded, like I was in shock. Receiving praise from someone I respected must have been rarer for me than I knew because it felt like a cold drink of water after a day in the desert. Furthermore, McDouglas’ words in particular carried more weight for me because he was the only one who knew about my interest in Unsung Heroes. 

Saying that I was on the right path could have been a simple reassurance added to his praise, or he could have meant the specific path to this unknown position, giving me an ambiguous clue to both keep the secret and to keep me hungry.

Extrapolating grand conclusions from a few simple words was a specialty of mine. Very rarely was I right, but I still did it often.

Someone being too busy to speak with me at that moment was clearly evidence of their hate and disgust for my presence, for example.

Therefore, McDouglas saying I was “on the right path” meant that I was already a shoo-in for this ultra-elite, top-secret position.

Was it too early to get business cards? How about a mortgage on a new place for Beth and me?

The money was coming anyway, so why not spend it now?

Clearly I have enough self-awareness to recognize I am prone to this flavor of self-deception, but that self-awareness often comes later, after I have interpreted something incorrectly and gotten my hopes up.

            


Chapter 31: Job Shadowing
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                    Thank you for returning for another chapter of DEGM!

Listen. I don't know how to talk about a story that puts a sloth and a dinosaur on its front cover (and makes it work!). Cards of Transcendence is a story in the spirit of All the Skills, but it definitely has a flavor all its own.
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Cards of Transcendence - A Deck Building LitRPG Adventure

They say the magic system gives you the card that you need. Unfortunately, it's rarely the card you want.

A fantasy LitRPG series with a card-based magic system full of monsters, loot, leveling up, dungeon diving, and the quest for transcendent power.

Flynn has spent his entire life dreaming of the day he could wield epic card powers. When he finally earns his first card, it's something less than he'd hoped for. But maybe it's exacly what he needs. Can he build a powerful deck of card skills that will help him transcend his life as an orphan and earn power and skills beyond his wildest dreams?

Cards of Transcendence is a deck building LitRPG adventure featuring a progression Card-based magic system. If you enjoy stories like All the Skills, A Summoner Arises, and other card based LitRPG adventures, be sure to check out this epic fantasy adventure.

The current publishing plan is to release new chapters five days a week, Monday through Friday. If I can keep a good back log of chapters, I will release on Saturday and Sunday too :)















                

                “Did I push you into hunting with Megan?” Nathan asked abruptly. We had a random stream on for background noise but were mostly scrolling on our phones.

“What do you mean?”

“It occurred to me you could have felt pressured with how we went about it. Got me worried.”

“I was relieved, to be honest. I thought I offended you two somehow.”

“Nah, dude.”

“Thanks for asking,” I said. “Stop worrying about it. We’re good.”

“Alright, alright. Beth seems like she’s doing okay. Jonny Boy isn’t the tool I expected him to be.”

Chuckling, I replied, “Yeah. I judged him unfairly too.”

“Seems to be a fan of yours already.”

“What?”

“He looks up to you, bro. Don’t ask me why.”

I took my eyes off of my phone. “You’re not joking?”

Nathan laughed. “It’s not subtle.”

“Weird.”

“We’re not old, but we’re not eighteen anymore either. We’ve learned some shit.”

“That’s true,” I replied. “It’s still strange.”

“I don’t know, big bro,” Nathan joked, “You’re doing a pretty good job from where I sit.”

“Huh?”

Sighing, Nathan shook his head. “You’ll see it some day. Maybe.”

My phone buzzed.

“A D gate needs cullers by 11 p.m. Are you available?”

“Yes,” I said.

“Thank you for your service. I am texting you the address now.”

When I hung up, Nathan looked at me quizzically. “Aren’t you on a medical hold?”

"Theoretically.”

Laughing, Nathan said, “Have a good crawl.”



This gate was well northeast of the city at the edge of the Allegheny Forest, my farthest voluntary cull to date. I needed a little over two hours to arrive, and I beat the captain and the guard there.

The gate, a log doorframe with a wooden door, was tucked into the forest but relatively close to dirt roads that deer hunters would use during hunting season. I parked with a decent view of the gate while being out of the way for the sake of the others. I turned off my car and waited.

About twenty minutes passed, and I saw five people with flashlights moving through the trees on the other side of the gate. Pausing in front of the door, they played their lights across each other to double-check their gear.

No one had armor that fit. One wore football pads and soccer shin guards. When a light caught their faces, my stomach twisted. These kids were sixteen or seventeen years old at most. From the few glimpses I got, they were nervous and unsure of themselves.

They did not look prepared for a D-ranked crawl. I was told repeatedly not to interact with crashers unless I absolutely had to, but these idiots were going to get themselves killed. If they didn’t, a team of CDM employees would come in behind them, at which point they would get charged as adults for gate crashing.

“Hey!” I yelled, stepping out of my car.

Five flashlights shone in my eyes. 

“Who the hell are you?” one of the teens yelled.

“A whole team of CDM will show up here any minute.”

The boys muttered amongst themselves.

“Get out of here, and for the love of God, give up gate crashing. You’re going to get killed or arrested.”

“You just want the gate for yourself,” a voice replied. I still couldn’t see shit because of the flashlight.

“I’m trying to give you a break,” I said. I held up my CDM ID. “See? Now run. I’m serious that more are on their way.”

A few whispered words later, they turned tail. 

I relaxed when their flashlights were deep enough into the woods that anyone arriving now was unlikely to see them. Aiding gate crashers was not a wise choice on my part, and I wasn’t sure what the repercussions would be if I was caught, but ruining the lives of broke teenagers was not why I joined the CDM.

I was in my car for a full five minutes before the others started to trickle in.

Phew.

We had three fighters for the frontline of this party, one of them being the captain, whom I hadn’t run with before. The guard, however, very much had my interest.

He was older, but he was fit enough that I couldn’t immediately pin his age. He had a grey crewcut and carried a sleek, black bow. 

Finally! I got to see an experienced archer in action. I wished the CDM let us record these runs so I could just point the camera at him the entire crawl. He wasn’t very talkative and was a touch gruff, but he humored my questions.

The guard was a level 14 archer running a power build. While crawling with another dex archer would have been the ultimate ideal in terms of my development, I was no less excited. 

Power builds looked hella cool in action anytime I saw them on a stream. A power archer invested in three primary areas: their strength stat, abilities that reduced the draw weight of a bow, and abilities that increased the damage or strength of individual arrows. You could argue that the fourth area was gear, but that was true of any high-level crawler. Getting the most out of your build always required the right tools.

The most interesting part about the build for me was its reliance on and abuse of traditional physics. Every bow has what’s called a “draw weight,” and that essentially measures the force required to pull back a bowstring. 

A hunter with a recurve bow usually has a draw weight of 40 to 50 lbs. That’s what my bow was now, but that draw weight is on the low end for what other bows are capable of. If I were hunting a wild hog, for example, I’d want something more like 60 lbs. I would need at least that to run C gates, if I ever got that far.

The higher the draw weight, the faster the arrow and the more force that arrow imparts on its target. In the context of crawling, that’s especially important because many monsters had thick, heavy hides or other such natural armor that a dinky arrow could never penetrate.

My build alleviated that weakness slightly with Sharpen, but I would still need to invest in a better bow with a higher draw weight. An English Longbow, for example, was usually around 100 lbs for a draw, so that was possible for a normal human to achieve with training, and I would need that extra force for tougher monsters.

With the system, this was addressed by a few investments in the strength stat. Without enough strength, not only will you struggle to get the string drawn, but your form is also likely to be shaky and unstable. Ever shake a little bit on the final rep of a hard set? It’s like that, which is unacceptable if monsters are trying to kill you.

Modern wild game hunters use a compound bow for this reason. The draw weight is still there, but at a certain point, the bow “holds” the weight for you, making aiming and firing easier. The system didn’t accept compound bows, though.

So, a power archer wants a high strength stat to increase the draw weight as high as possible. Taking abilities that lowered the difficulty of a draw weight–turning an 80 lbs draw into what felt like 40 lbs–further elevated the total draw strength the archer could impart. The abilities I’m referencing reduce draw weight by percentage and can stack. 

So, halving the draw weight on a juiced-out strength base made some absurd options viable.

An average medieval crossbow can get up in the realm of 350 lbs for draw weight, hence the need for mechanical assistance in many of the designs. An arbalest, perhaps the strongest type of crossbow used in medieval combat, has a draw weight of 1,200 lbs. Those arrows punched through armor with ease, but an arbalest was a bitch to reload.

For reference, a siege ballista was in the realm of 8,000 lbs of draw weight. You needed to be pushing level 30 to get that far with a power build, but it was possible.

I didn’t know this particular power archer’s build, but his draw weight was probably in the 300s, which is not sustainable for a normal bow. It would shatter, so a heavy-duty bow made from dungeon materials was a necessity, and then you needed special arrows that could withstand that level of force.

The CDM quartermaster provided none of that, at least not to an intern like me, and that would become a problem for me eventually as well. A dex archer beat the hell out of bows too, but it was more through rapid, repetitious movements than raw power.

I almost missed the start of the run daydreaming about all of this because, as another first for me, this captain for this cull didn’t give a pre-run speech of any kind. 

He simply said, “Let’s go,” and walked right into the gate.



The interior of this dungeon was the most alien environment I experienced to date. The passageways were rounded tunnels, but they didn’t run through stone or dirt. We were surrounded on all sides by wood.

When the captain sighed and said, “Termites,” the texture of the wood made more sense. Every surface was covered in horizontal scratches and grooves that were still raw, like someone had only recently run a dagger through fresh lumber.

Thousands and thousands of times over.

“How many of you have earplugs?” the captain asked.

Only the guard raised a hand. The rest of us did not, at least not with us. I had a pair in my nightstand to survive a bad night of stomp sisters.

The captain sighed. “Wait here.”

When he returned, he passed out disposable earplugs. “Ever been in a place infested with termites? You can hear them chewing, and that’s when they’re the proper Earth-size. These termites are two to four feet long, depending, and they’re loud. Running chainsaw loud. Pay attention for visual cues because you’ll have trouble hearing anything.”

Before I put my earplugs in, the guard for the run said to me, “You’re going to be more useful in here than me. These attack in numbers, and they can come through anything that’s wood. Above, below, whatever. Try to differentiate noise sources if you can. If you end up in a position where it’s possible, shoot straight into an active hole with Piercing Shot. Don’t go chasing that chance, but if it comes up, that will slow them down a good bit.”

I nodded and resisted, with great effort, doing a little happy jig right in front of the guard. That was the first piece of archer-specific tactical advice I had ever gotten on a run.

With my world muffled by earplugs, we began our trek down the wooden tunnel. It gently curved in places while dipping and rising in others. My earplugs shifted, filling my head with loud, staticy scratches every so often.

No, those weren't my earplugs.

Rising rapidly, the sound of thousands of scissors cutting paper over and over rumbled toward us from every direction, vibrating the tunnel. The closer they got, the more I could distinguish a gravel-like bass beneath the snip snip snips.

Sawdust and wet pulp sprinkled down from above us and pushed out of the wall to our left. The captain signaled to retreat, so we shuffled back a few paces. With the termites targeting where we were, that small adjustment kept us from being surrounded for the immediate future.

The heads that burst through ranged from the size of melons to the size of basketballs. Every termite had black, dagger-like mandibles in front of its mouth, a dark brown face, and long, pus-colored bodies. Their mandibles clapped together as they brandished them at us, crawling along the tunnel at all angles.

If they could chew through wood, I suspected getting through an arm or leg wouldn’t be too much trouble, so once again, I internally celebrated being in the backrow.

After his first three arrows, I knew the guard had been talking me up when he said I’d be more useful than he was. He was a higher level and thus had the stat points to invest in dexterity. His speed surpassed mine while still sticking to his power build. If our levels were equal, then I would have been faster.

But they weren’t, so he smoked me. 

He was faster, stronger, and more accurate. His arrows exploded termite head after termite head, bursting them like milky balloons. 

At times, the number of enemies racing toward us felt like being on a Roach Run, I barely had to aim. If I shot an arrow, it was almost guaranteed to hit a monster. I still made it a point to aim, seeing this as a chance for some forgiving target practice.

In Tailf3ther’s recent coaching email, I could hear his frustration through his writing. I practiced at the range without my helmet on but crawled with one. That shifted my anchor point enough that he told me no more practicing helmetless. In case you don’t remember, an anchor point is the place on my face where I rested my drawing hand.

So, I paid careful attention to my anchor point as I aimed.

On a few occasions, the termites came from directly above or below us while we stood our ground against a more visible horde. The shoot-straight-into-the-hole advice helped the most here. The termites following the two I killed would chew their bodies quickly to clear the way, but it bought me a few extra seconds that I was grateful to have.

These were just worker termites, the most basic variety of this particular monster. 

Spitters used hardened wood pulp for projectiles, making them the termite equivalent of an archer. Dozers, like “bulldozers,” were larger than workers and coated themselves in wood pulp, letting it dry into a sort of armor. Squirters sprayed wet wood pulp that hardened quickly, slowing your movements and even sticking you in place if you weren’t careful. Poppers ran at you and exploded, spraying their steaming hot insides in every direction.

I later heard someone describe taking a popper explosion to the chest as being like having a pot of boiling water thrown at you.

The termite gate required a greater demand for concentration than any run I had done before. Losing audio cues, the number of enemies, the unpredictable angles from which they approached, and the variety of abilities they wielded meant a rapidly changing landscape of threats and challenges.

It was good training but also exhausting.

The boss for a termite dungeon was always a termite queen. She was fifteen feet long, and instead of the segmented bodies of her children, she looked like a termite head stuck to a chewed piece of white gum, and that white gum was followed by three more pieces of the same, all stuck in a row.

She was in a large, wedge-shaped chamber that was four stories at its tallest. Eggs surrounded the queen at the back of the room. All of the varieties of termites we had fought thus far burst from the eggs, but these had wings.

The guard’s power archer build showed its strengths in that fight. Between the large bursts of damage, his Bleed effect steadily drained the queen. The captain needed to run a little bit of interference to keep the queen at bay, and his strikes weren’t insignificant, but the guard definitely did most of the damage.

The rest of us kept the adds away, and when the fight finally ended, I was the most tired I had ever been after a run.

Sitting in my car afterward, I checked my system profile:

Dorion Carmino

Class: Archer

Level: 4

XP Progress: 691/800

Str: 6

Dex: 10

Con: 6

Int: 3

Cha: 3

Abilities:


	Piercing Shot



Traits: 


	Ranged Accuracy




	Improved Reload




	Sharpen



Spells: (none)

That felt like enough work to push me to level 5, but I could settle for taking a big step forward. The long drive home might have been more dangerous than the run, though. My eyes were heavy, and I felt myself slipping in and out sometimes.

Falling asleep at the wheel would be a lame way to go. When I was a kid, I never understood how someone could do that, but as I drifted onto the shoulder a few times that night, I felt how relentless exhaustion could be.
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                    Technically, tomorrow should be the last day of daily launch chapters. The plan was to go down to 5 chapters per week and hold that for the rest of the series.

But I'll make a deal with you: I'll do daily chapters for as long as CDM is in Rising Stars. I know that's not an impressive way to say thank you for all of your support, but I hope you know I am so so grateful for all of you helping this story find an audience.

<3

 

I also encourage you to check out other authors on Royal Road. There are SO MANY stories on here and all sorts of hidden gems. This recommendation has a lot going on in terms of narrative. It's daring, and it's creative, but I don't know how best to explain it, so I'll let Pancakes Witch do that:
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The Protagonist's Sister Is Actually The Strongest: An Action-Packed LitRPG Transmigration And Progression Fantasy





Have you ever read a novel with such a terrible ending that you wished you could change the story and give the characters you loved the happy ending they deserved?



I was just another failure of an author, writing stories nobody read, and that never sold. Seeking to improve my writing, I read the most popular novel at that time, Solo Player, to learn what made it so popular. However, as I read this story, I couldn’t help but feel frustrated about the story’s development, which had a terrible ending.

Eventually, and quite bitterly, once I ended reading the book, I found myself transmigrated into the very world of this novel. Did I become the Protagonist? A Villain? Or perhaps even an Extra? No, it was much worse than I imagined. Because I ended up becoming the most worthless character that nobody ever cared about in the novel. A character that is often considered the motivation for the protagonist to grow stronger, but also his greatest burden.

Someone every reader hated!

“I’m the protagonist’s sister…”



What to Expect:

- Fast-paced Action and LitRPG Progression, System, Monster Taming, Skill Copy and Fusion, Crafting, with Dungeon and Other Worlds Exploration. 

- Constellations based on all sorts of both Historical and Mythological figures.  

- A colorful cast of side characters full of life, the original Protagonist changes and becomes a better person. 

- A smart MC that abuses her knowledge of the story to become REALLY OP.

- A story that doesn't go by the script, the butterfly effect the character creates affects the story and doesn't leave it as it was supposed to be, unlike many other similar stories. 

- 3 ~ 7 Chapters a week, almost daily updates until I can't. 1800 ~ 3000+ Words per chapter, usually. 



Note: This is a Novel Inspired by seveal similar stories, such as Solo Leveling, Omniscient Reader's Viewpoint, The Novel's Extra, and so on. It is mostly my own take, with many differences but that is clearly inspired. Solo Player as a novel does NOT exist, it is of my own creation within this fictional universe, and this novel is NOT a fanfic.  

My Grammar is not the best, and I am not a native english speaker, so I'm doing my best to improve. I would appreciate anybody pointing out the mistakes. 



Copyright © 2023 PancakesWitch. All rights reserved. No part of this work may be reproduced or used in any manner without the prior written permission of the copyright owner, except for the use of brief quotations in a review.
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                “You wanted to see me?” I asked, standing in the doorway to Enforcer Chapman’s office.

“Shut the door,” she said.

I moved toward the chair in front of her desk.

“Don’t bother sitting down. We needed you for surveillance last night, but I learned instead that you were on a cull and thus not available. I found that odd, seeing as you have not been medically or psychologically cleared for crawls, but yet, you were in a dungeon.”

“I wasn’t trying to skip surveillance duty.”

“I don’t care what you were trying to do,” Chapman barked back. “You no-showed a shift. You ignored direct orders. And you violated multiple policies.”

Oh shit. A second ago, my life felt reasonably normal. Now it seemed like I might not have a job when I left this office.

“Am I missing anything?” she asked.

“I don’t believe so, ma’am.”

“You’re off my case. I can’t work with someone I can’t trust, so hand over any work-in-progress you have for McDouglas. You are suspended from culls indefinitely, even if you get cleared. Now, get out of my office.”

My face tingled, like my heart wasn’t strong enough to get blood to it. The edges of my vision blurred. My breathing was heavy and hollow. My legs wobbled.

That sense of progress I had been riding high on crashed in a blink. Did I…

Did I just flush my CDM career over two extra dungeon crawls?

Possibly my last ever dungeon crawls if that was the case. Even if I kept my job, I imagined Chapman had the power to get me shadowbanned. No crawls. No levels. No levels? No anything. Spreadsheets and databases were all that my future would hold at that point.

When I sat at my desk, I stared at my screen with empty eyes.

Megan shook my shoulder. “Hey. You alright? You don’t look great.”

“I’m fine.”

“Okay…” I suspect she wanted to keep digging to find out what was really going on, but she swallowed her words and went back to her work.

Chapman forwarded me a set of crawler licenses to proof instead of doing casework and CCed Enforcer Grensmith to inform him I had been kicked off the case and would thus be available for other work. Grensmith emailed me separately. The email didn’t say anything. It only had one attachment: tax records for guilds and teams, specifically their write-offs. I had done this exercise before, so I knew what to do with those too.

Cross-reference the write-offs with the equipment registration and inspection records we had on file to identify discrepancies. If they had two backhoes in our records but their write-offs listed four, one of two things was happening: They lied to the Internal Revenue Service to get a bigger write-off, or they were rotating multiple pieces of equipment through the same registration, which was akin to using the same license plate on multiple vehicles.

Thrilling material all around.

I worked until 6 p.m. and had no contact with any enforcer in that time. Not Chapman or Grensmith. And not McDouglas, who I imagined was angrier than Chapman. He vouched for me, trusted me to be on his team, and then I got myself booted when we had only just started.

Excellent work, Dorion. Really, some of your best yet. 

As soon as I got home, I tossed a blanket over Beth’s sheets and curled myself into a ball with the lights off. Beth was at work. Nathan was working overtime. I would have a few hours in the apartment by myself to wallow.

Me and the stomp sisters, who were line dancing or building cheerleader pyramids on the floor above me.

I miscalculated this one badly. I was warned from the start that Enforcer Chapman was a strict rule follower. Some part of my brain should have suggested I not cull if a surveillance shift was a possibility, but it didn’t. I heard dungeon gate and jumped on it.

How bad was the damage? How much of this could I unfuck, if any?

This could be a slap-on-the-wrist situation where I do shit work for a few weeks, and then everything goes back to normal. My relationship with Chapman was torched, though. I didn’t see that coming back. She lost all respect for me and wasn’t subtle about showing it.

My phone buzzed. It was a text from Beth:

“Mom and Dad are at Milly’s! What do I do?”

I yelled loud enough that the stomp sisters briefly paused pogostick practice. Briefly.

The universe was really pouring it on today. Mom and Dad had the magical ability to surface at the worst possible times, but usually it was calls, texts, or letters. I was not in the headspace to deal with them in person today.

But Beth needed me.



My father was in his sixties, and my mother was in her fifties. There was an eight-year difference between them, and that gap used to reflect in their appearance. After not having seen them for six years, they both struck me as well-worn but not frail. Even with my strength stat at 6, I suspected my father was still stronger. A lifetime of manual labor had hardened him, and he still worked just as hard as he did in his twenties.

Other adults at church made sure Beth and I knew that. They remarked on his strength and work ethic several times over throughout my childhood.

My mother reminded me of my gram. Her ever-present scowl wore sharp lines into her face, giving her an even deeper air of judgment and disdain.

She and my father were near the front of the bar off to the side, crowding Beth into a corner. Beth’s face was awash with terror and embarrassment. Her coworkers had a front-row seat for the family drama, and I knew Beth hated that. Even worse, she liked this job. Her mind must have been racing over how quickly this all seemed to be falling apart.

Her eyes begged me to do something to stop this.

“Can we step outside and talk?” I asked, coming up behind them. “Beth works here, and we’re being disrespectful.”

My father looked down on me, and I was fifteen years old again, facing a man who to me seemed a giant, looming threat.

“Why would you put your mother through this?” His finger jammed into my forehead. “Haven’t you sown enough evil in this family?”

“We’re not here for you,” my mother added. “I pray for your soul every day, but you have to want to come back to the light. I won’t subject myself to another one of your verbal attacks.”

“Outside. Please.” I attempted to physically corral them toward the door.

My hopes for that succeeding were few, but they actually acquiesced, allowing us to relocate our family dispute from my little sister’s workplace to a very public Pittsburgh sidewalk.

“The Lord is calling you, Beth,” my mother continued. “You’re letting satan deceive you, letting him turn you against us.”

“I’m not going home,” Beth replied. “Please, please just leave.”

“You’re abandoning your family,” my father said. “Why would you spit on our love for you like this?”

Beth’s eyes quivered. Her words came in weak stammers. She couldn’t make eye contact. She was on the verge of breaking down.

I attempted to put myself in the middle. “Mom, dad, you have to leave. We will come to you when we’re ready.”

My mother looked me in the eye and said, “Satan, I reject you. I see your tricks. I see you possessing and using my family against me.”

That was enough of this. “I’m calling the police.”

“A mother and father can’t worry about their daughter?” my mom asked. “The police will side with us.”

I showed her my CDM identification. “No, mom, they won’t. We work together.”

That was a lie, but I hoped they didn’t know that. I reached for my phone and started to scroll through my contacts to sell it.

My father glared at my mother. “The mission is greater than our family. Secular government could use this as an opportunity to sabotage the church, turning this moment against us.”

She nodded reluctantly. “Oh, my sweet little Beth. I had such high hopes for you. You’ve broken my heart a hundred times over.”

They turned and walked away, not looking back once as they grew more distant.

Beth buried her head in my chest and bawled. After a minute she pushed herself away.

“Shit. Fuck.” She tried to wipe the streaks away and collect herself. “That was so embarrassing. I can’t believe I have to go back in there and work.”

“Take a second to breathe,” I suggested. “If a person isn’t from a screwed-up family, they care about someone in their life who is. You’d be surprised how many people around you see how much it sucks and know it’s not your fault.”

She nodded shakily.

“Want me to stay in case they come back?”

“No, that’s okay,” Beth answered. “I need to grow up some day.”

“That’s not what this was, but we don’t need to get into that now. Are you okay? Can I do anything or get you anything?”

“No, I’m fine. I have to be fine. Thank you for coming down so quickly.”

“I always will,” I said.

Beth hugged me again. “Is that your mascara or mine all over your t-shirt?”

“That’s not my color.”

She laughed a little bit.

“Proud of you. Call me if you need me.”

I waited outside for another fifteen or twenty minutes. The chances of them coming back were slim, in my mind, but I was also certain they wouldn’t be this brazen. They never came after me in person, but I guess Beth was worth saving, so they came for her.

My walk back to the apartment was slow. This day had taken everything out of me. I was so tired.



I stayed up most of the night waiting for Beth to come home. I didn’t want to be asleep and miss a text or a call, and this ended up being a rough closing shift at Milly’s. She got home an hour later than usual. Other than pausing to give me a hug, she went to my room and shut the door. I did my best to pretend I didn’t hear her crying, for her sake. She wanted privacy for those emotions, and my apartment was so shit that the walls did nothing to protect her.

My stress kept me up the rest of the night. I remember looking at my phone, seeing that I was an hour away from my alarm going off, and waking up to it ringing a moment later. That was forty-five minutes of sleep at most.

If I could get through this next workday, I told myself, I could get home tonight and finish the wallowing I began the day before. Get through the day. Just go through the motions and wait for the clock to run out.

I stood in the elevator, looking down at my phone, waiting for the doors to close. A vibrant lime green gleamed in my peripheral vision.

McDouglas and one of his trademarked polo shirts had stepped into the elevator.

I steeled my mind. Get through the day, Dorion. This is a tough start, sure, but the plan is the same. One second of life at a time, if that’s what it takes.

“You really stepped in it with Chapman,” McDouglas said, his eyes locked on the floor display over the doors. “Keep your head down for two weeks, do your work, and this will blow over. She’ll make sure you pay your penance, but then it will be done and in the past. It’ll go faster than you think.”

The elevator dinged, and he stepped out, leaving me behind.

I probably should have said something, anything, in reply, but I was too surprised by his words to think straight. By the time I came to my senses, the doors were shut again.

Which was great because that was my floor. I had to ride to the top of the building and pick up half a dozen people going down before I could get back to where I was supposed to be.

But I dared to be hopeful. Maybe I hadn’t burned everything down like I thought.

            


Chapter 33: Exile


                When Enforcer McDouglas told me that Enforcer Chapman would make sure I “paid my penance,” he wasn’t joking. 

For the rest of the week, I was tasked with vetting crawler identification photos. Though it was much less common now, crawlers sometimes worked under someone else’s name and social security number. In some cases, the motivation was tax and income-related. Perhaps they personally owed back taxes or something like child support, so they crawled under a false name to keep their wages from being garnished or having to claim that income formally.

Licensed crawlers were also subject to background checks. Someone with a simple assault charge would pass, but anything higher than that–aggravated assault, involuntary manslaughter, voluntary manslaughter, second-degree murder, and so on–required an appeal that was generally unlikely to succeed. 

Federal crimes and crimes of a sexual nature required appeals as well and were even less likely to go through. The CDM didn’t want known fraudsters processing dungeon loot, and they didn’t want to send people with violent histories into another dimension where they would most likely get away with whatever they wanted. 

So for each crawler license, I searched the same identifying information in other databases, like driver’s licenses, passports, mugshots, yearbooks, and social media. 

In three days of doing nothing but vetting license photos, I didn’t find a single file worth flagging. That made me wonder if I was even meant to find anything or if this exercise was simply a tedious, mind-numbing punishment.

At night, Megan and I planned for our next hunt, if she wasn’t called in to clear a dungeon gate instead, that is. 

We were still on the search for information on hunting wild goblins but found little beyond the absolute basics: They liked dark, defensible locations for nests. They reproduced quickly. They often left garbage and other waste in the vicinity of their nest. A strong smell of feces mixed with rotting meat could be an indication of a nearby nest. They often used traps and ambush tactics.

Our newest research project was on wild trolls. They were encountered far less often than goblins, but a single troll could be more dangerous than a goblin nest. Contrary to how fairy tales portray them, real trolls weren’t weak to sunlight, though they tended to avoid it by hunting at night.

Trolls were faster and stronger than humans, comparable to a level 10, depending on who you asked. Like goblins, they were ambush hunters, but their preference for solitude changed the nature of that ambush.

A goblin ambush was more akin to a military attack in the sense that it relied on positioning and numbers to a large degree. Watching for a goblin ambush meant being mindful of areas where multiple goblins could be hiding at once. They always attacked in groups, so the places they chose for ambushes had to accommodate that. 

If goblins set up an ambush inside of a house, they would choose a point where multiple goblins could come out of hiding all at once, like a foyer or a living room. One goblin wouldn’t go into a house alone and wait behind a door in a bedroom to attack, but a troll would.

I found that to be much scarier. One troll had far more options for hiding than a group of goblins. Every corner, every doorway, every shadow–there could be a hungry troll lying in wait.

On top of their craftiness was their most famous quality: regeneration. No injury was too serious for a troll’s healing ability. Whether you chopped its head off or ran a sword through its heart, it would repair itself and eventually become whole again. While the speed of their regeneration wasn’t such that you would watch its bloody stump regrow a new arm right there in front of you, it was fast enough that simple flesh wounds wouldn’t slow it down for long.

A severed biceps or a spear through the stomach? They would stagger and adjust their defense, but in less than a minute, those major injuries became minor ones, and the troll fought on as savagely as ever.

Burns were the only wounds trolls couldn’t heal, so slaying a troll always required the use of fire. If you chopped off its head, stick a torch in its mouth. That was the only way to be certain a troll was dead for good.

Megan and I had no desire to fight a troll at that point in our crawling careers. We were underleveled, and as two martial classes, we lacked the rapid access to fire magic that casters enjoyed. That made our plan A for dealing with trolls simple and straightforward.

Run.

If running wasn’t an option, plan B had to mean mounting some form of meaningful offense. The only way for it to be meaningful was to involve a fire source of some kind.

We considered all manner of potential solutions: handheld blowtorches, lanterns, lighters and hairspray, fireworks, gasoline and matches, and flamethrowers.

I’m not joking about flamethrowers. We found a few places online that sold them, but we couldn’t afford them, and neither of us liked the idea of walking around with a backpack full of explosive liquid. Whether or not a flamethrower was legal to own was another question, but we never got so far as to answer it.

Our best solution ended up being flares. We found some big ones with a pull-string lighter at a surplus store, and then we got a batch of road flares. They were smaller, lightweight, and easy to use but required a spark, which really just meant scraping the end on something.

Really, though, I hoped we never saw a troll. If we did, I hoped we could run.

That first Saturday after my falling out with Enforcer Chapman, Megan and I cleared a small goblin nest in a town called Slickville. They had infested a large, victorian house, but the nest was relatively small–thirteen kills in total, all grunts, no berserkers or other advanced varieties. While it felt good to do something with my bow, that simple hunt made me miss crawling even more.



Beth and I agreed to get breakfast Sunday morning. Our work schedules meant that we hadn’t really seen each other since our parents surprised her at Milly’s that one night. We exchanged a few texts here and there, but it was minimal and far less personal than sitting across from Beth in a diner, watching her inhale ten pounds of pancakes and a liter of maple syrup.

“How have you been holding up?” I asked.

“You mean since the visit?”

I nodded.

“Everyone at work has been really cool about it,” Beth answered. “I’m still really freaking embarrassed about the whole thing, but I’m not getting fired again. That makes it a little better.”

“Any idea how they found you in the first place?”

Sighing, she said, “I messed up. Do you remember Amanda from down the street? I messaged her, thinking we could still be friends. She acted like she was on my side, but I think she was feeding it all to mom and dad. I didn’t tell anyone else about Milly’s. Only her.”

“I’m sorry.”

“No, I’m sorry. You haven’t had to see them for so long, but then I bring them right to your doorstep.”

“I don’t blame you,” I said. “All I care about is that you’re okay.”

“I am. Are you?”

I bounced my head side to side, thinking. “I thought I was cooked at work, but the disaster might not be total. One of the enforcers told me it would blow over if I stayed out of trouble for a bit. I still have my job, but I think I torched my relationship with an upper-level enforcer for good.”

“Losing one person is better than losing everything.”

“That’s true. I was doing good there for a bit, though, like she was starting to respect me. I threw that away for some XP.”

“Jonathan has been doing a lot of research,” Beth said, changing the topic, “and apparently indie crawlers are getting decent jobs in South America. There’s a major shortage of people who can close gates down there.”

“He wants to crawl that badly, huh?”

“Mmhmm. He might drop out after this semester. Engineering doesn’t have the huge demand for talent that college recruiters sold him on. Upperclassmen he knew who graduated aren’t finding jobs.”

“That sucks,” I said. “Is he serious about the South America thing?”

“I think so. He’s the kind of person who will go for something even if other people think it’s crazy. No, I’m not thinking about going with him.”

“I didn’t ask.”

“You were going to ask.”

“Was not.”

Beth narrowed her eyes as she chewed. “I don’t want to go to South America, but part of my promise to you was to come up with a plan for my life. I’m not making any progress.”

“I’m not worried about it.”

“Well, I am,” she replied. “Figuring this out is hard because I don’t really know the world. I guess you understand that, though.”

“Yeah.”

“I don’t think I want to be a nurse or a physician’s assistant. I could take a few certifications and go into office work, but that doesn’t appeal to me either. Maybe I should drop that criterion completely and instead look for something I can at least tolerate.”

“I’m sorry I don’t have more advice to give you,” I said. “I’ve not done a great job on that front either.”

“What do you need to clear a C gate?”

“You mean in terms of levels?” I wrinkled my face at the abrupt topic shift.

“Yes,” she answered.

“Six level 10s at least. From what I’ve seen, most people run parties of eight and want level 12s and up. Can I ask why?”

Beth shrugged. “We could do the resettlement program too, get our own land to start over with.”

I sensed a thread of seriousness in that statement, but I decided against explaining to her all the reasons that plan wouldn’t work either, one of the largest being the cost and complexity of reclaiming abandoned land. She already seemed beat down, and I didn’t want to add to that.

“Admin work for a guild or a team doesn’t look so bad,” I offered. “That’s the most realistic target for me at this point.”

“I really don’t want to live my life in front of a computer.” With only syrup and a few crumbs left on her plate, Beth absentmindedly traced shapes in the sticky residue with a tine of her fork.

“I understand.”

“Can I ask you something that might be upsetting?”

“Go ahead.”

Beth paused as if to think. “When do they stop having power over you? Mom and dad, I mean. When will I be immune to what they say and think about me?”

“Beth…”

“I need to know.”

I wiped my mouth and took a sip of tea. “I keep thinking about how they came in person to get you.”

“What do you mean?”

“When mom figured out where I ended up, I got a letter or two a year. They never once came for me, but they came for you right away.”

“I’m sorry,” Beth said.

“Putting that together hurt. Still hurts, rather. I’m not surprised, and it shouldn’t bother me, but I hate knowing there was some kind of measurement in their mind where they decided I wasn’t worth it.”

“It’s because you’re a man.”

“Huh?”

“Women are weak and irrational. I’m more like a runaway farm animal to them. Since you’re a man, what you did was deliberate betrayal. I’m not saying that one of us has it harder than the other, but it’s different in their minds.”

I nodded. “I hadn’t thought of it that way, but I think you’re right.”

“So you won’t move to Canada with me, eh?” Beth said with a grin.

Laughing, I said, “Not for that plan, no, I won’t.”

“If the plan was better, you would?”

“My mind is open but realistic.”

“I’ll hold you to that.” Beth excused herself to use the restroom.

While she was gone, I took a look at what kind of jobs a crawler could get in South America.

            


Chapter 34: Liability


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from marshalcarper
                        

                    

                    I'm still doing daily chapter releases because CDM is on Rising Stars. It's been a great trip, and I got as high as #3. Thank you for making that possible.

When we do fall off Rising Stars, we will transition to 5 chapters a week.

I've kept a cadence of 8 new chapters a week, 5 in one series and 3 in another, and as much as I'd love to publish 10 original chapters (what I would be at if CDM was 7 days a week instead of 5), I don't have the bandwidth. If this was my full-time job, yes, but that's not an option yet. Currently, I do this writing while also running a marketing agency and adjunct teaching. I would love to be in a position to focus exclusively on writing. Someday.

 

Speaking of authors trying to make it, please show some love to Ten Thousand Tragedies. This is your latest xianxia fix:
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Ten Thousand Tragedies





Death is the greatest teacher, and 721 has a lot of learning to do.

The Martial Arts Alliance stands at the precipice of defeat as war threatens to consume the world. Its sects, its great families - all are rotten at the core.

As one of the slave soldiers of the Red Dawn Sect, 721 is not allowed to have a name, feelings, or thoughts. His death is not a tragedy, only a statistic. He's expendable cannon fodder, if that.

But death isn't the end for him. Every time he dies, he wakes up again 24 hours before his death. Even though he only has a vague memory of who he once was, he will rise to the highest peaks.

Freedom lies at the end of a long road, and 721's road is paved with his bones.















                

                For the next week, all I did was data entry, ten hours a day, every day. I could have limited that to eight and left work at a normal hour. Instead, I decided to demonstrate my commitment to my work and the CDM. Whether or not anyone noticed, I can’t say. If it gave me a chance to recover my momentum, however, I was willing to put in the time.

That Saturday, Megan and I went after an SOC at the McVille Airport, which was north of the city on the Allegheny River. Megan guessed it was probably for small private aircraft rather than anything remotely commercial, like hobbyist pilots who didn’t need much more than a runway and a place to store their planes.

We searched the structures on the property, one aircraft hangar and a small office building, but when we came up empty, an unsettling feeling washed over both of us.

If the EPA marked this place as an SOC but we found no signs of goblins ever having been here or evidence of the EPA having formally visited this site, the list of alternative explanations was short.

This SOC could be a false alarm, a mistaken report that was flagged for investigation but had no real merit.

Or, this SOC could be the home for a monster that wasn’t as brash as goblins.

Like a troll.

So we got out of there. That felt like a waste of a Saturday, but a bad tip was likely to come up eventually.

And I had a reason to be excited for the week to come: Monday was my physical and mental evaluation to determine if I was fit enough to resume fieldwork and voluntary culls. If McDouglas wasn’t blowing smoke, there was a chance I could start running gates again.



A standard doctor’s physical was more thorough than the CDM evaluation. She read my chart, asked me how healing had gone, and then asked if I felt ready to go back to fieldwork. And we were done.

The psychological evaluation was slightly more rigorous, but the line of questioning seemed less concerned about my well-being and more about CDM liability. They wanted to confirm I wasn’t suicidal or holding some sort of grudge for the CDM or for the crawler who hit me. I expected the questions to focus more on my mental state after having been assaulted because of my job, but nope. 

My ability to say I wouldn’t kill myself was all the evidence they needed as far as my safety and health were concerned.

But whatever. It was behind me, and I could return to proper fieldwork.

That kicked off with Lofold and me getting assigned to audit harvester inspections. That wasn’t my favorite assignment, but it got me out of the office and near active dungeon gates. I still didn’t have the training or the clearance to do safety inspections inside of dungeons, but being around a few piles of monster corpses was more thrilling for me than it probably should have been.

Toward the end of that Monday, we visited a B-ranked gate in a suburb of Bridgeville, a town just south of Pittsburgh. A vault door, like something from a bank but more rustic, appeared in the parking lot of a drugstore. It was the most spacious harvest site we had seen that day, and the Allegheny Dungeon Extractors had the gate rights. They were one of the more corporate guilds in the city and generally took worker safety seriously.

This particular dungeon was a cursed castle surrounded by a dark bog. The trees that grew in the bog were exceptionally hardy, and their timber fetched a good price. The castle itself had a number of decorative elements worth salvaging, like statues and tapestries. The throne room was made of marble, which was more valuable than terrestrial marble. Apparently, dungeon marble was self-healing, absorbed sound, and was never cold to the touch.

Lofold and I split the site down the middle, and I had just finished my half. As I ventured back to the car, our agreed-upon meeting place, a truck caught my eye.

It was a standard pickup with a truck bed water container. Water trucks in general weren’t uncommon for harvest operations. Sometimes they used water to keep dust levels down. Sometimes they needed to rinse people, materials, and equipment coming out of a gate. And sometimes they were used to control the temperature of certain pieces of equipment, like a drill bit that generated intense heat from how fast it cut through whatever needed to be harvested.

By all accounts, this truck was wholly unremarkable, which was why I walked past it the first time. Now, though, I noticed that the container was an opaque blue. I was used to seeing semi-transparent white jugs, which made checking the waterline simple and easy. The spigot on this jug was taped over, like someone was trying to prevent leaks at the expense of any usability whatsoever.

Interesting. The seal at the top of the jug was taped over too.

Nothing I’ve described thus far was an infraction. It was just strange. Taping a water jug shut at both ends seemed to hinder the basic practicality and purpose of having it on a jobsite in the first place. Buying an opaque container added an unnecessary layer of difficulty to its most basic application.

And now that I looked more closely, I saw no signs of hoses, pumps, or buckets nearby. That wasn’t necessarily nefarious, but what good was a water jug you couldn’t open and couldn’t empty in some meaningful way?

“Do you know what’s in this?” I asked, grabbing a harvester on their way by. 

“Water?”

“You’re not sure?”

The harvester shrugged. “It’s not my truck. I can get a supervisor for you.”

“Please.”

A few minutes later, a pudgy man in a white hardhat approached. “How can I help you, enforcer?”

“What are you storing in here?”

“I’d guess water.”

“You’re not sure?”

“It’s a big operation, and I’m not a robot. If you want to take a look, you’re welcome to.”

Opening unlabeled containers on a worksite with potentially hazardous materials was against protocol. Even a relatively safe chemical could knock you on your ass if you popped the lid and got a lungful of whatever gas escaped. If it was less than relatively safe, the consequences could be serious for you and for everyone in the area.

“You know that I’m not permitted to do that,” I replied to the white hardhat. “If you can’t confirm the contents, please find me someone who can.”

I did my best to keep my back straight and my voice firm. Being a disciplinarian of any sort didn’t come naturally for me, and most of the foremen and site managers reminded me of deacons from my church, which is to say they were clearly my elders. By default, that made them above me in social hierarchies.

In the church. Not out in the real world on a harvest site. But the mental conditioning was tough for me to shake.

I texted Lofold to let him know I would need an extra minute. He joined me a short while later. I was still waiting for someone from the guild to arrive and open the container.

“The water buffalo caught your eye?” he asked, circling the truck.

“Yeah. Am I crazy that it’s a little strange?”

Lofold shook his head. “Not crazy. I’ve never seen one of these taped up like this.”

He put two hands on the side of the tank and pushed. The truck bed rocked back and forth.

“Definitely not empty,” he added. “Enforcer Meyers and I were on a site a few weeks back that had a whole truckload of improperly secured barrels. Nitric acid, cyanide, and a few solvents I don’t remember the names of. A few of them weren’t even labelled.”

All of those chemicals, while hazardous, were useful for extracting certain materials during a mining operation. When I first heard lists like that, I too couldn’t imagine any reason to have cyanide on a job site, but it was apparently somewhat common.

The foreman approached, accompanied by a worker in gloves, goggles, and a respirator. I wondered whether the foreman took safety more seriously when his workers were involved or if the worker had to stick up for himself the way I did. Seeing a gas detector on his chest–a small device that looked a little bit like a handheld radio–gave me some measure of comfort. I trusted an automated device more than I trusted any random human.

Climbing into the bed, the worker used a box cutter to get through the tape and, with significant effort, unscrewed the large plastic cap. As soon as the seal exhaled, the gas detector alarm went off.

Lofold and I stepped several feet back as the worker slammed the lid back on and tightened it as quickly as he could.

“I can keep an eye on things here if you want to call it in,” Lofold offered.

As I stepped away to do just that, I saw the foreman doing the same. He seemed caught off guard by this discovery, but I was terrible at guessing when someone was sincere or was simply a good liar.

Since no one could confirm the contents, the CDM confiscated the entire truck, loading it into a flatbed and transporting it to a safer location for further evaluation. The next morning, I got an email updating me on the findings so I could finish my citations and my report.

Someone had collected over one hundred gallons of slime corpses. These particular slimes were known as “blights” because their bodies were so horrifically poisonous that plant life shriveled and died the moment they came into contact with the monster. Blights sometimes appeared in dungeons with bogs, but not always.

From the CDM’s perspective, transporting blight remains was equivalent to transporting a biological weapon. Harvesting them was permitted, but doing so required a rigorous process of costly reports and safeguards that could quickly eat up the profit potential of collecting blights in the first place. 

You could make far more money ducking all of those procedures and selling the blights under the table.

Was this a guild-level decision on the part of the Allegheny Dungeon Extractors? That was unlikely. Their operation was so large that they stood to lose more than they could gain from breaking so many rules. That explanation wasn’t completely out of the question, but the more plausible theory was that a few of the harvesters saw a chance to make extra money and squirreled the blights away without management’s knowing.

Those were questions for the investigation team to answer. My part in this was done as soon as I finalized my report and the initial citation. The seriousness of this incident meant that it might not be fully resolved for months, so it would be a while before I heard anything else, if I heard anything at all.

Still, this was a good catch for an intern to make. Grensmith told me, “Nice one,” as he passed by the intern cube later that day. I didn’t see McDouglas or Meyers that day. I saw Chapman, but she was still ignoring me. I doubted I would ever receive praise from her ever again after how badly I screwed up.

That night, I got called in to clear a D-ranked gate. It ended up being a vermin dungeon with giant rat variants. These specific variants were under a form of permanent Berserk. They were faster, more aggressive, and harder to kill than a typical giant rat would be.

Not all that exciting, but that didn’t matter to me. The fact that I got a call in the first place relieved my lingering fear that Chapman would get me shadowbanned. I would have celebrated a Roach Run in this case, to be honest. If I was still leveling, not all hope was lost.

Progressing to level 5 on that run further bolstered my sense of relief. I should have waited until the morning to do my allocations, but I couldn’t. I sat in my car, still soaked in sweat from the run, and dropped 2 points into dexterity and 1 into intelligence, continuing to follow my build guide.

Next, I reviewed my new unlock options:

Silent Arrow

Class: Archer

Type: Trait

Cooldown: None

Duration: Perpetual

The draw of your bow and the flight of your arrows are permanently silenced, as is the impact of your arrow.

Farsight

Class: Archer

Type: Trait

Cooldown: None

Duration: Perpetual

Your ability to see and distinguish objects at a distance is greatly improved, equivalent to 6x magnification.

Momentum

Class: Archer

Type: Trait

Cooldown: None

Duration: Perpetual

Gain a 1% boost to reload and draw speed for each successful ranged attack delivered in rapid succession. Momentum expires if you fail to hit an enemy with a ranged attack after 2 seconds.

When I first chose the dex archer build, I knew that Momentum would be an important unlock, but I greatly underestimated its potential. Seeing Megan use the brawler version of Momentum showed me how powerful it could be. The melee Momentum trait stacked bigger bonuses with each successful hit, but an archer was in a far better position to begin and continue a streak of successful hits. 

Furthermore, Piercing Shot could count as two hits, so I would get a 1% boost from the first enemy and then another 1% from the second. Later in my build, when I eliminated the cooldown completely, every arrow would be a Piercing Shot by default, so any single arrow could translate to a 2% speed boost.

I selected Momentum and reviewed my system profile: 

Dorion Carmino

Class: Archer

Level: 5

XP Progress: 33/1600

Str: 6

Dex: 12

Con: 6

Int: 4

Cha: 3

Abilities:


	Piercing Shot



Traits: 


	Ranged Accuracy




	Improved Reload




	Sharpen




	Momentum



Spells: (none)

Level 5. What a beautiful sight.
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                    Patreon subscribers have also been receiving daily chapters, and they are 2 weeks away from the finish of book 1: https://www.patreon.com/c/marshalcarper

 

When I first saw the title for this book, I thought we were going to be heading in the direction of Muppets. That is very much not the case, but this story has been a nice surprise. It's nice to see authors paying more attention to exactly what characters say so that every word has more meaning. Check it out:
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Word Arts Of A Puppet Master

by Orion's Herald


The world was dying long before the System came to Lucas's reality.

He'd wanted something better than a fast-food job. And fate answered—just not in any way he'd imagined.

Now five worlds bleed into one, and Lucas wields a power that shouldn't exist: Word Arts. Speak flame, and fire answers. Speak cure, and wounds close. Speak force, and a fist hits like a freight train. No incantations. One word. One intent. Reality obeys.

From fry cook to Puppet Master, he's building a haven for those he loves, one command at a time.

The Blightkin are spreading. Survivors live or die by Words. And in a world where silence means powerlessness, Lucas will either speak his own ending into existence.

Or become another puppet dancing toward oblivion.

— — — — 

What to expect:

- Words that hold more weight than people realise.  

- System Apocalypse. Item crafting and word crafting. 

- Weak to strong to OP MC.

- Relatively slow burn with scenes focusing on the survival aspect of a changing world and how people may deal with that. 

- A lovable dog. 

- Multiple POVs.



— — — — 



The release schedule will be: Tue - Thu - Sat, so I'll see you then.



— — — — 



Oh, and come say hi in the Discord: HERE



What to expect

Epic adventures, compelling characters, and a story that keeps you coming back for more.

:arrow_forward: Read on Royal Road⤳ Start Reading

Don't miss out on this incredible story!













                

                I opened the apartment door to let Jonathan inside. I hesitated when I saw his black eye and a scabbed-over scrape that ran from his cheekbone to behind his ear on that same side.

He smiled. “It’s not as bad as it looks. I slipped bringing a keg up from the basement. Hurt like hell, but I’m fine.”

Wincing, I said, “Yeah, that doesn’t look fun.”

Nathan and Megan had planned to join us for dinner–Beth made some insanely decadent mac & cheese–but Nathan got offered overtime at the airport and couldn’t turn it down.

In true Beth fashion, she insisted to Megan that she was still welcome, so dinner that night ended up being me, Beth, Jonathan, and Megan. Hanging out with your best friend’s girlfriend might sound strange to some, but after working and hunting together, having Megan around felt ordinary and commonplace.

Another fact that might sound strange, based on the reactions I get from telling this story, was that my relationship with Megan developed in a purely platonic direction. No secret crushes. No suppressed physical attraction. Sitting next to her on the couch was no different for me from sitting next to Nathan and Beth.

And when I insist that was the case, some asshole always chimes in with something like “you doth protest too much,” so there may be no winning on this front. In a world where dragons made of starlight were a real threat to Earth, a man and a woman being friends was still implausible.

Anyway.

“How does 12 dexterity feel?” Megan asked as she dumped hot sauce on her mac & cheese.

“I haven’t gotten to try it yet. I’m a bit worried about it, to be honest.”

“Why’s that?”

“Most of the guides say to get a better bow at 10 dexterity. The speed and repetition are too much for a basic recurve to handle. At best, you only break a string. At worst, you snap one of the limbs completely. I have to be more careful with my speed now.”

“Sounds like another advantage to just hitting stuff,” Megan joked. “I can break a sword, but a bow sounds way more fragile.”

Jonathan leaned forward. “You have 12 dex now?”

“Yep. I hit level 5.”

“Damn! Congratulations. That’s so cool.”

“Thank you,” I replied. “It feels good to make progress.”

“Do you have a new bow picked out?”

I laughed. “If the CDM quartermasters don’t loan me an upgrade, I won’t get one for a while. Can’t afford it.”

Frowning, Jonathan nodded. “Yeah, that sucks.”

“I’ll make it work.”

Beth looked at Megan. “You’re pretty close to level 6, right?”

She smiled. “Two more D gates, and I’ll be there. I can’t wait.”

Jonathan finished chewing and swallowed. “Are you taking Battle Hardened for your next unlock?”

“Someone knows their shit.”

He blushed slightly. “Doesn’t everyone read up on unlocks? Hard not to dream.”

In Jonathan’s defense, I had done the same reading. Battle Hardened was one of the most likely options at level 6 for a brawler, and while it wasn’t complex or unique, it was useful:

Battle-Hardened

Class: Brawler

Type: Trait

Cooldown: None

Duration: Perpetual

Gain a 10% bonus to damage and to damage resistance.

Pretty much every melee class chose Battle Hardened at some point in their build. The flat buffs to power and durability were too significant to ignore.

“Have you guys looked at the international crawler jobs, by chance?” Jonathan asked a short while later.

Megan shook her head. “Like what?”

“Canada is doing a resettlement program where you get land if you clear gates. South America is promising permanent licenses and lifetime supplies of gate rights for crawlers who relocate there permanently. Taiwan is in the early stages of expanding to the mainland, I hear. Japan is trying to stop them, but they would resettle what used to be Korea and expand from there. They’re not promising residency like the other programs, but the pay looks pretty good.”

“I hadn’t heard that Taiwan was looking to make moves like that,” Megan replied.

“Only have to be level 10,” Jonathan explained. “They provide everything else, including your gear. Dorion’s talk about needing a better bow brought it to the top of my mind.”

After thinking a moment, Megan said, “That does sound pretty appealing. Part of me worries it’s too good to be true, but that would also be a heck of an adventure.”

“Right?”

“Would you do something like that?” Megan asked me.

“I’d be lying if I said it didn’t sound appealing. I like Pittsburgh and would prefer to stay here if that’s possible, but I might feel differently by the time I get to level 10. For what it’s worth, I read that New Zealand was considering doing something similar with Australia.”

“No way is level 10 a high enough minimum for that,” Jonathan said.

Beth looked around the table, confused. “Why’s that?”

“Australia has an above-average number of B and A gates,” Jonathan explained. “I’ve seen a lot of people call it the most dangerous place on Earth, to the point that most governments consider it a lost cause.”

I added, “But anyone who found a way to get it under control would have more high-level dungeon resources than any other country. A few members of New Zealand’s parliament have said outright that it will make them a global superpower if they succeed.”

“Yeah, I’ll pass on that one,” Megan said, chuckling.

I nodded that I agreed. 

“If you decide to go CDM,” Megan said to Jonathan, “let us know. We don’t pull a lot of weight, but if we can help you get in, would be happy to.”

I also nodded my agreement to that.

“Thank you,” Jonathan replied. “I might take you up on that.”



“Heard you sniffed out a few million dollars' worth of blight slimes,” Enforcer McDouglas said as we pulled out of the CDM parking garage. His polo shirt was a plain white.

This was the first time I had been paired with him since Chapman booted me off of the crasher investigation. I was worried I might not get to shadow him again. Grensmith wasn’t as bad as everyone said, but I still preferred-

Wait.

“Did you say a few million dollars?” I asked.

“Yep. Harvesting those things is hard as hell to do, and you can sell it by the milliliter. I’ve never heard of any harvest, legit or otherwise, that even came close to one hundred forty-three gallons. Most I’ve seen on a report is eleven.”

“Really?”

“Congratulations on setting a CDM record,” McDouglas said with a grin. “You’ll hang on to that one for a while, I bet.”

“It’s worth that much?”

“Did you hear about Typhoid Mary? Not the original. The serial killer in Northern California.”

“Yeah. She poisoned a bunch of people over the course of, like, six years.”

“Few drops of blight slime was all it took.”

“That’s the poison she used? For real?”

McDouglas nodded. “That didn’t get published to avoid copycats, but yeah, she got her hands on a little bit of blight slime and stretched it pretty damn far.”

“Wow.”

“Like I said, that was a good score.”

“It was just luck, really.”

He shrugged. “That’s all it ever is. Doesn’t change that you caught it.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I’m surprised you haven’t asked me about the crasher case,” he added, almost nonchalantly.

“I figured it was confidential, and I’m not on the project anymore, so…”

“Right answer.”

Geez. That was a test too? 

McDouglas’ phone rang. “We can take it. Is it close? Okay. Sounds good.”

He pulled off to the side of the road and punched an address into the GPS.

“Grab the light. It’s behind my seat.”

I had never been on a call where we got to use the emergency lights. I handed the single red light to McDouglas. He flipped a switch on the bottom, starting the light, and reached out the window to slap it on the roof.

“A D gate in Brighton Heights was double-booked,” he explained, yanking the wheel and pressing on the gas. 

My whole body snapped against the seatbelt from the lurch.

“We’re ten minutes out, so listen closely. Get your kit on now, and when we arrive, I want you behind the car with your phone on the roof and your bow nocked and ready. Do not follow me to the crawlers. Do not fire unless I say so or something happens that takes me out of the picture.”

I swallowed.

“Nine times out of ten, the heat dies down as soon as we show up,” McDouglas assured me. “But this gate is half a block away from an elementary school. I know both party captains involved. They’re assholes. So between that and the school, we aren’t taking chances.”

“Indies?” I asked as I grabbed my kit from the back seat and dressed right there in the car.

“One indie party, one Homestead Strikers. All level 9s and 10s, by the way. Law enforcement is on the scene already, and more CDM is on the way. We should have backup a few minutes after we arrive, if we’re lucky. ”

“Understood.”

This D gate was an entrance to an old mineshaft, the kind you might see in an old western, and was in the corner of an undeveloped, partially wooded lot. On that side of the street, residential homes stood on both sides. The other side of the street was a steep hill, but homes were up there too. Even if they were out of sight, they were in danger if spells started to fly.

We jumped the curb and slid to a stop in the grass next to two cop cars.

Four police officers stood between two parties of crawlers, six members in each. The crawlers shouted over the police, and other than the odd insult or curse word that floated out, there were too many voices shouting at once to understand what any one of them was saying.

“You have your orders,” McDouglas said to me as he jumped out of the SUV. He opened the back door and grabbed a sheathed sword. 

He slung it over his back as he marched toward the crawlers. I took up position behind the SUV as I was ordered. I had an arrow nocked, but the idea of using it on a human filled me with dread.

McDouglas tried a few times to talk over the chaos. 

When that failed, he yelled, “Shut the fuck up if you don’t want to die.”

Most of the crawlers went silent, but one from each party turned their shouting on McDouglas.

“I said, shut the fuck up!” McDouglas turned and pointed at me. “My guy there is a level 15 dex archer, so shut your damn mouths and calm down, or he’ll put an arrow through your faces.”

Everyone who wasn’t McDouglas looked at me with grave concern, including the cops.

“That’s better. Neither of you was in the wrong until you started threatening to blow up the neighborhood. There was an error in our system, and this gate was sold twice. That’s what this was. A simple computer glitch.”

“My people took off work for this run,” one captain with a shield and a warhammer said. “That’s a whole day’s wages they’re losing. If we can’t run this gate, we’ve got bills we won’t be able to pay.”

I guessed that to be the indie captain. The wear of his party’s equipment suggested as much already, but that confirmed it.

“We’ve all got quotas to fill,” the other captain barked. “We’re career crawlers, not weekend warriors. This is the only job we have.”

“Weekend warriors?” the first captain hissed at the other. “Fuck you, motherfucker.”

“Hey!” McDouglas yelled to recover control of the situation. “Here are the options: One, I book all of you and put your licenses up for review. Two, one group gets their money back and a twenty-five percent credit toward their next D gate. The other group closes the gate.”

Looking over his shoulder at me with a smirk, McDouglas added, “Option three is the arrow thing I promised you earlier.”

When the party captain from the Homestead Strikers went to argue, McDouglas raised a finger.

“Let me remind you that the Strikers have several altercations on their record for this year already. Do you want to be the party that puts your guild under CDM review?”

“Fine,” the Strikers captain said with venom. “We’re leaving.”

No other members of his party protested, but their expressions made it clear that they disagreed with their captain’s call. A few minutes later, they were all in their vehicles and began pulling away from the gate.

To the indies, McDouglas said, “If you don’t want me to write this up, drop it now and go run your gate.”

With a scowl, the indies doublechecked their gear and entered the gate.

“Really glad you got here when you did,” one of the younger police officers said. “That was getting ugly, fast.”

“I’m sorry an error on our side put you in that position,” McDouglas replied. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen a double-sold gate. I’m putting a priority on tracking down the cause for this mistake.”

The same cop shrugged. “If your system is anything like ours, it’s ten years out of date and was a piece of shit even then.”

McDouglas laughed. “That sounds right. You know, it’s a small apology for what you went through, but can I buy you guys a beer?”

“We wish. Shift's not over for another seven.”

He motioned to the police officers for them to follow. All four officers followed McDouglas as he walked toward me and the SUV. Patting me on the shoulder as he passed, McDouglas opened the hatch.

“Each of you can grab a case if you want,” McDouglas said.

“You CDM guys drink a lot when you’re working?” the same young cop from before joked. 

“Nah. I’m having some people over tonight and saw a deal I couldn’t pass up. Seriously, take a case of whatever you like. It’s the least I can do to say thank you for keeping your cools back there.”

That was all the encouragement they needed. Four cases of beer and several handshakes later, McDouglas and I were back in the SUV. While he called off the backup, I began the incident report. 

McDouglas put down the phone and rubbed his face. “So stupid. Good work, though.”

“I didn’t really do anything.”

“They saw how you held your bow. They knew I wasn’t bullshitting about you being an archer.”

Chuckling, I said, “Yeah, but not a level 15 archer.”

“They weren’t going to put that claim to the test. All of those crawlers have done enough runs to have a healthy respect for archers. Seeing if I was lying or not would never be worth it.”

“For archers? Really?”

“Oh yeah,” McDouglas replied. “Once you see a decently leveled archer in action, just thinking about them aiming at you instead of a monster gets buttholes to pucker. Out in the open like that against an archer whose dex is probably way higher than theirs? Nope. That’s a dumb fight to pick if you’re a typical martial class.”

“What if they recognize me later and figure out it was a bluff?”

McDouglas gestured for me to hand him the tablet. I passed it over.

He started to tap the screen. “First of all, you were wearing a helmet. They don’t know what you look like. Second of all, I’m wiping your name from the report.”

Handing the tablet back to me, he added, “Let’s get back to our actual assignments. This puts us way behind for the day.”
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                Looking for a new bow was like shopping for a new car. I knew ahead of time that my budget was limited, but I couldn’t help looking at the high-end models I’d never be able to afford.

A top-of-the-line bow was made from legendary ironwood at a minimum, which came from ancient trees only found in S-ranked gates. Legendary wood, ironwood or otherwise, was the only material durable enough to withstand the extreme demands a high-level archer put on their equipment, and it was also capable of holding the strongest enchantments. 

One legendary ironwood bow I saw was enchanted with Greater Fire. Every arrow that left the bow triggered an explosion equivalent to the Greater Fire spell, which is somewhere around a mortar in terms of its power. 

At that level, it was also assumed an archer would have taken the Conjure Arrow ability, making a quiver unnecessary. The very act of drawing a bow summoned an arrow for the archer to fire.

Combining that ability with the Greater Fire enchantment and a dex build turned an archer into a mortar launcher with machine gun speed and supernatural accuracy. Greater Bolt looked similarly impressive, but I was also drawn to the less flashy enchantments. 

A Greater Strength enchantment increased the damage arrows dealt. A power build might use that. Greater Agility buffed firing speed. Confusion, Blindness, and Poison also sounded useful.

But no way would I ever be able to afford a weapon made of S-ranked material.

Juvenile ironwoods could appear in D gates but were more consistently found in C gates. Those trees were considered lesser ironwood when they were processed, and that was the minimum strength I needed for my dex build. Enchantments were possible at that grade of wood, but the material could hold very little mana, and even an incredibly minor enchantment was costly. As a result, most people wouldn’t invest in an enchantment for anything below greater ironwood.

Other types of wood grew in dungeon gates, but they were rarer than ironwood and had special properties in addition to their natural durability. Silverwood, bloodwood, livingwood, voidwood, and starwood–they all made fine bows that cost more than I would make in several lifetimes.

A new lesser ironwood bow would set me back the equivalent of five rent payments. I didn’t have that kind of money, and my credit card debt had already grown farther than I ever should have let it. If I was lucky, I might be able to find a used bow for three months’ rent. Really, really lucky? Two or less.

You always heard stories of people buying a sword at a garage sale for pocket change only to discover later it was of legendary quality and enchanted to make your dick three times bigger or something else outrageous.

I never had that kind of luck in my life. If anything, I would end up overpaying for a piece of garbage.

But a decent deal wasn’t out of the question. I started to aimlessly browse three or four different auction sites and peer-to-peer marketplaces whenever I had downtime, hoping I stumbled into something affordable.

That’s what I was doing while McDouglas went into a gas station to get himself an energy drink. This was our third time being paired up that week.

He sat in the driver’s seat but hesitated before he started the car.

“The crasher case has gone cold, by the way,” he added after a time. “No one else from that church tried to crash gates, so the surveillance team is off the detail. With no new evidence, warrants for crawler footage are still out of the question, so we’re basically waiting for something new to happen.”

“I see.”

“So you didn’t miss anything exciting.”

“I torched my relationship with Enforcer Chapman, though.”

With a wince, McDouglas said, “Yeah, you did do that. Sounds like you’ve picked up that she holds a grudge, but her philosophy isn’t the only philosophy at the agency. Plenty of other people wouldn’t hold a few crawls against you. Shows initiative.”

“That’s good to know. I thought she was going to fire me right there at first.”

“I can see why you’d think that,” he replied with a chuckle. “Sean was saying you picked up a shift with him this weekend.”

“Yeah, now that I’m medically cleared.” 

And Megan and I had decided to take this weekend off from hunting. She was hoping to get a cull or two in to push her to level 6, and I needed to make a few extra bucks. Hunting trips were out of pocket, and I needed to pretend like I could someday save up the money for an ironwood bow.

“What do you think of Sean?” McDouglas asked.

“Easy to work with. Knows his stuff.”

“What do you think of the work?”

“It’s not bad,” I answered. “Exploring can be fun, and I like getting away from my computer screen. Why do you ask?”

“Trying to guess how long it will be until the DOH tries to poach you.”

“Sean would do that?”

McDouglas laughed. “No, Sean wouldn’t. His bosses would, though. They see a name on reports often enough, they get curious.”

“Are you worried I would jump ship?”

“Would you?”

“I know this is the wrong thing to say, and I get disappointed looks whenever I talk this way, but if the money was good enough, yeah.”

“That’s the real answer for everyone, whether they admit it or not,” he said. “We’ve all got problems that money could solve, right?”

“Right.”



“And then he headbutted you?” Sean asked as we descended a set of crooked porch stairs.

“Yep.”

“Damn. Every time I wonder if the DOH was the right choice, I hear a wild story like yours that confirms I made the right call.”

We were back in the town where we stumbled upon that meth lab weeks back. Police had only recently conducted the raid. While they couldn’t guarantee there weren’t more meth labs in the city, they were certain that particular house was no longer a problem.

So far, no new meth labs.

“A sheath for your crowbar is pretty serious,” Sean said. “You really don’t need the bow, and what are those you got strapped in like a bandoleer? You look like you’re in an action movie.”

“Those are flares.”

“Flares? For what?”

“Trolls.”

Sean’s eyes said he had several more questions, but he swallowed them.

After hunting with Megan, moving through ruins without a weapon felt foolish, and the crowbar sheath was exceedingly practical. Once you tried having a crowbar sheath on your back, you never went back to not having a crowbar sheath. Just couldn’t.

“I’ve been training as much as I can, so it’s weird to not have this setup, even if I don’t need it.”

Sean pondered a moment. “I guess that makes sense.”

“Sorry if it’s weird.”

“No, no, it’s fine.”

It was definitely weird, but I preferred feeling strange to having a goblin nest get the jump on me. 

“Having you back is great, but I should warn you that shifts might dry up for a bit. This could be the last one for a while.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Demolition schedules are way behind. An inspection is only good for so long. After a certain amount of time, we have to redo it.”

“Makes sense.”

“Alright, back to the car. There’s a high school up the hill, and then we’re done.”

Fifteen minutes later, I forced open a gymnasium door. The floorboards were warped, rotten, and broken from soaking in rainwater and drying under sunlight over and over. The glass of the basketball backboards was shattered long ago, and it looked like someone took an axe to the bleachers purely for the fun of it.

“Does this take you back?” Sean asked as we crossed the court.

“My high school experience wasn’t quite like this.”

“This is a pretty small school,” he said. “Only a hundred graduates a year or so in its prime. Most schools are bigger.”

I laughed. “I graduated with ten other people.”

“Seriously?”

“Private church school.”

Sean shook his head. “That sounds awful. My high school was big enough that you could get away from the jerks at least some of the time. Can’t imagine you could do that with a class that size.”

“Nope. It was the same kids from preschool all the way through twelfth grade. Was definitely claustrophobic at times.”

“Well, moving on from that topic, we need to keep an eye out for propane and pressurized canisters. Don’t assume you won’t find one just because it was a history classroom or something else innocuous.”

“You find a lot of those in schools?”

“Sure do. Usually it's the shop classrooms that have a few old jugs of something kicking around, and it's better if we find them before the demolition crew drops a building on them and boom. I say check everywhere because they have a way of migrating around a building after so long. Art rooms and science rooms are the other big doozies. All sorts of chemical cleaners and spray paint sitting around in an art class, and the science rooms are that but worse because they have gas lines.”

We entered a first-floor hallway lined on each side with lockers. Most of them were open. A few sections had been ripped from the wall and tipped over. Moving from classroom to classroom, we cleared that level little by little. 

The library was especially sad. Shelves full of books were left to rot where they stood. Old computer monitors lined the far wall. The return cart was pulled off to the side and had a stack of titles on it as though a librarian would appear at any moment to finish reshelving them.

“Hard to believe there was no one who wanted any of this,” Sean mused, poking at an old encyclopedia. “I’m always amazed by how many books we see on this job.”

I didn’t know what to say to that.

“I basically lived in the library,” Sean continued. “The librarian at my school was like a shepherd for the weird kids. Gave us a place to hide out and be ourselves.”

“Sounds like a nice person.”

“Yeah, she was.”

We searched the second floor next, and it was more of the same. The most interesting sights were an art classroom with sketches on the wall and a science lab covered in frog and baby pig skeletons. 

Sean twisted the handle on the gas tap of a chemistry workbench. “Smell that?”

“Gas.”

“Every once in a while, these lines are still active, got left on and no one realized. That smell could just be gas left in the lines, but that’s pretty dangerous too. We mark that down as a potential hazard so it gets looked at before work begins.”

“Hitting an active gas line is probably a bad day.”

“Ha! Definitely memorable.”

He twisted the gas tap back closed.

“Old schools are my least favorite,” Sean said as we went back downstairs.

“Creepy?”

“No, hollow, maybe? There used to be so many children here, all with dreams and aspirations. I remember reading about ruins in Greece and Rome as a kid and could never understand how such massive structures were just abandoned.”

“And then you get this job,” I said.

“And then I get this job,” Sean chuckled. “I thought becoming an engineer meant building stuff. Instead, I’m wiping away decades of history. All the people who devoted their lives to building these places, to raising families here, and we’re erasing it.”

“You doing okay?” I asked.

“It’s this damn school. Ignore me.”

“If you could do anything for your career, what would it be?”

“Huh?”

“You said this wasn’t what you expected,” I said. “If you had your way, what would it be like?”

“City design, or urban planning, but I hate calling it that.”

“Build cities?”

“Technically, yes, but the idea is that we can make everyone’s lives better with how we design the spaces we occupy. There’s all this research about how a city itself can foster health and happiness, but nobody does anything with it. We’re still building cities the same way, which is just making it up as we go, and that’s a waste. We redesigned society around dungeon gates, and we got stuck in the same loop as every civilization in history because of it.”

I looked at Sean quizzically.

“Survival was all that mattered, so we built for tomorrow instead of the next decade and made all the same mistakes.”

“Cities are that bad?”

Sean cracked his neck and held the gymnasium door open for me. “Something simple like having shade trees on a street makes an enormous difference for the people who live there. The heat difference in the summers is enormous, so even just existing is easier. The poorest parts of the city? No shade. All concrete.”

“I never thought about that.”

“You’ll notice the next time you go for a walk in the middle of a hot summer, and that’s only one change. Public transportation, access to grocery stores, communal spaces… I’m not talking about building a utopia. These are basic fundamentals.”

“Maybe someday,” I offered.

Sean looked out over the town ruins. “Maybe someday.”
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                Monday morning, in the midst of my daily ritual of doom-scrolling the moment my eyes opened, a news article caught my eye:

Martin Kielar of the Mill Rats received a lifetime achievement award at the annual Pittsburgh Crawlers gala. Forty-plus years of distinguished crawling service combined with glowing nominations from his fellow Mill Rats, many of whom he mentored personally from when they were young, had made him the expected favorite for the accolade. 

I wasn’t naive enough to believe that professional awards were truly based on merit, but seeing Kielar’s name twisted my stomach. Despite having no evidence or cause for suspicion beyond his party crawling the same night a group of crashers went missing, celebrating him felt wrong, like a betrayal of decency. If he killed those people, how many had he killed across the whole of his career?

The coverage of his award included a brief summary of his build: a level 21 black mage who specialized in crowd control spells early on and unlocked summoning magic in later levels. That meant he leaned into area-of-effect spells like barriers, entanglements, and mass debuffs. Crowd control magic was widely known as being extremely useful in crawls, but young mages especially preferred builds that dealt more direct damage. As a result, fully developed crowd control builds like Kielar’s were rare.

Rare did not mean ineffective. By the time monsters pushed through his spells and reached the frontline, they were hamstrung versions of what they used to be, little more than fodder for swords, spears, and maces. 

The weakness of a crowd control build was their inability to eliminate enemies directly on their own, but summons solved that problem. If his usual frontliners weren’t with him, he could summon his own. The first article I read didn’t name the summons he knew, but the comments were filled with people claiming he used demons.

From what I understood, that wasn’t necessarily unusual, but most mages chose to keep demon summons a secret. The thing that always bothered me about that is that humans were the ones who decided what monsters were “demons.” In other words, these were monsters that seemed akin to what people pictured demons to be, so the name stuck. That was all the deeper the mythological connection to demons in Earth stories actually went.

But try telling my mom and dad that. To them, demons were demons. End of conversation.

The creatures known as demons made the general public uneasy at best, and at worst, they revealed the summoner to be nothing but a devil-worshipping satanist. That reaction wasn’t limited to the church communities either. Even the non-religious had deeply ingrained fears of demons; whether rational or irrational didn’t matter.

Poor Kielar. His big award was sullied by his choice of summons. 

My email dinged a few times on my way into the office that morning. I checked it in the garage before I went inside. 

Great. I was detailed to the Mill Rats headquarters for the indefinite future. Doomers threatened retribution for Kielar’s alleged demon preferences. While he didn’t need our protection, the CDM had a vested interest in maintaining peace between crawlers and civilians.

My assignment said that Megan and I would be partners, which was something of a silver lining. Passing the time with her was easy enough, but then I read the last line of our instructions: Report to Enforcer Chapman on site.

“You check your email yet?” Megan asked as she joined me in walking to the elevator for the garage.

“Yep. Ever have an assignment like this before?”

She shook her head. “I didn’t think the CDM would be in the conflict management business, but it makes sense, I guess. We’re supposed to be the wall between crawlers and civilians. This feels more like a PR problem than anything, though.”

In the elevator, I leaned against the wall and aimlessly bounced around Reddit. Work started soon, but it hadn’t started yet. A few memes to brighten my morning could go a long way.

Reading a new headline made me groan involuntarily.

“What?” Megan asked.

“The Mill Rats have issued a statement denying that Crawler Kielar summons demons.”

“Ha!”

“So you think that’s as dumb as I do?”

Megan nodded. “I’ve never seen a denial of a thing do anything but convince people there’s a cover-up.”

“Same.”

“Should be a fun day,” Megan said with an eye roll.



We arrived at the Mill Rats headquarters in the Strip District a little after 8 a.m. A group of fifteen or so protestors were already outside, shouting about eternal damnation and the dangers of blasphemy. A few police officers corralled them off to the side, but they were loud, and they struck me as unusually aggressive.

One sign read, “Thank God for Dead Crawlers.” Then I saw “The Wages of Sin is Death,” “The Wrath of God Comes on the Children of Disobedience," and “God Hates America.”

“This is nuts,” Megan said. 

The Mill Rats lobby was slightly less chaotic than the growing crowd outside. We found Enforcer Chapman among open laptops with a roll-away marker board behind her. A map of the immediate vicinity was taped to it, and a man with an FBI jacket made annotations. He was identifying potential terrorist targets, I realized.

“Osheski, you and Gray are being detailed to Crawler Kielar,” Chapman began. “You are to accompany him until Enforcers arrive to relieve you. If he runs a gate, you wait outside for him to come back out. If he goes into his home, you stay on the street out front. If he encounters agitators at any point, wave your CDM IDs around and encourage calm. You are not security. Your entire job is de-escalation. Keep the crawlers as well as the civilians from making this worse. Call it in if you think it’s about to go bad.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Megan replied.

The unspoken understanding underlying Chapman’s orders was that Kielar was stronger than us and definitely stronger than any protestor. We didn’t have a chance of restraining him or intervening in the event of violence, so our job was to be visible deterrents and voices of reason. However much good that did us.

Chapman handed Megan and me radios and said, “Kielar’s team is assembling in the parking garage in fifteen minutes. Meet them there. Doors are that way.”

On our brief walk across the Mill Rats HQ, Megan whispered, “All this for a handful of protestors?”

“You’re not familiar with these types?”

“What do you mean?” she asked in response.

“Those are Southland Church members. They protest everything. Soldiers’ funerals, Unity Day at high schools. Shit like this.”

"Ohh, I do know them. They try to pick fights so they can sue when someone goes off on them.”

“Yep.”

“Lovely.”

I was relieved to see we weren’t the only enforcers assigned to escorting Kielar. Four other enforcers, two in a car at the front of a five-vehicle convoy and two at the very back, were accompanying us. Megan and I would be in the SUV with Kielar, and I got the sense that the other enforcers were separated from us intentionally. Their presence would receive far less attention since they were not directly next to Kielar, making it easier for them to observe and intervene if something actually went wrong.

That could also be wishful thinking on my part. CDM enforcers usually had a few levels, but could they do anything against a level 21? Doubtful.

When Kielar appeared in the parking garage, wearing designer jeans, polished leather shoes, and artsy round glasses with blue lenses, he paused to look Megan and me over. He chuckled and shook his head.

“Nice of them to let you skip middle school today,” he gruffed. “This is such a farce.”

“We’re just following orders, sir,” Megan replied.

“The favorite mantra of the weak. Let’s get this over with.”

A Mill Rat handler drove while Megan claimed the passenger’s seat, and I sat in the back with Kielar. 

When we emerged from the garage, the crowd was mostly as we had left it a few minutes ago, but a few bodies had joined them and brought more signs. Several mentioned hell and devil worship, others lamented that we fight monsters by making monsters, and the most reasonable demanded greater transparency into the strength and abilities of crawlers, claiming it was a public safety issue.

“How long do I need babysitters?” Kielar asked as he scowled at protesters through his tinted windows.

“We weren’t given a timeframe,” I replied. Kielar and I had met before, but he didn’t seem to remember. “We were told to accompany you until we were officially relieved.”

“Just great.” He raised his voice to speak to the driver. “What’s on the schedule today?”

“One B-ranked run and then two training runs. One’s a C, and the other is D. The B is in Homestead. They’ll be ready for us by the time we arrive.”

Kielar nodded and spent the rest of the drive on his phone. Mostly that was tapping and scrolling, but he took two calls as well. One sounded like it might be his spouse. He assured them everything was fine and that this was standard “civvy bullshit.” The other was a financial manager of some kind, I gathered. They discussed putting an offer on a magic belt that Sotheby’s recently put up for sale. I didn’t catch what it did or how much it cost, but I was reasonably certain it was expensive.

The B-gate straddled the backyards of two small houses. The property was steep, so other than small patios at the very back of the homes, the rest was rocky and overgrown. 

The gate itself was a stone arch wide enough for two cars to pass through, but instead of a door or gate, it was bricked over with mismatched rocks and sloppy mortar joints. When we arrived, the Mill Rat harvest team was halfway through demolishing the barrier while the rest of the team chainsawed trees to clear a path to the gate.

Two men in white hardhats debated if they should try and work around the houses or if it would be better to come down from the top of the hill instead. The trek would be longer, but they wouldn’t have to squeeze by residences for the totality of the harvest.

When we parked, one of the Mill Rats on site directed Kielar to a trailer up the street. The rest of the party was in there, gearing up for the run. He thanked them and went to do the same. Megan and I followed and waited outside the trailer door.

We could hear the entirety of the crawlers’ conversation inside. Most of the discussion centered around how frustrating civilians could be. Here they were about to risk their lives to protect the city from a dungeon surge, and the public chose to vilify them instead. 

Eventually, they discussed the coming run, but I was surprised by how brief that discussion ended up being. The sealed doorway was indicative of a dungeon with “contagions,” as though desperate people bricked it over to ensure that whatever was inside couldn’t get out. That could be undead, mind-altering spores, rot, or, in rarer cases, demons.

In terms of logistics, undead and demons were the easiest to manage. As long as the gate didn’t surge, the danger to the public was minimal despite the ominous air a bricked-over gate carried. A gate with spores or rot, however, could piggyback on crawlers or harvesters to escape the gate, so they were especially tedious to manage, as they required something of a clean-room procedure for anyone or anything going in or out.

The crawlers joked that if it ended up being demons, they should let a few out to help the city appreciate the service they provided.

A few moments later, the trailer door opened, and the crawlers exited one after another, all wearing gas masks. Chances are they wouldn’t need them, but stepping in with them on was the safest way to confirm that. I noticed that Kielar had his scepter of Greater Fear in his hand. It looked so plain and inconsequential for what it could do. 

A white metal rod with a spherical shape at the end. That was it.

The frontliners wore gleaming armor etched with runes. One had an axe that glowed a soft red, and another had a spear that was as black as the jumpscare monsters from the LootLootLouis run. The casters, two black mages and a white mage based on their attire, wore loose, comfortable fabrics with several pieces of jewelry, like rings, necklaces, bracelets, and arm cuffs. 

They couldn’t wear armor, so they relied on enchanted items for additional protection. Kielar was one of those mages, by the way.

Other than a few annoyed glances, none of the crawlers spoke to Megan and me. We followed them up the steep hill to the gate and watched the party disappear into the black.

The harvest team wasn’t happy about having two CDM enforcers kicking around the job site, but they didn’t argue with us about our orders. They found us a reasonably safe place where we could keep eyes on the gate without getting run over by a bulldozer.

Megan and I knew better than to talk openly when we were surrounded by guildies, but our few hunting runs had made us reasonably good at communicating via eye movements alone. We agreed that this assignment was silly, but hanging out at a B-ranked gate for a few hours wasn’t the worst way to spend a shift. We were both curious to learn what kind of gate this was.

The harvesters around us hoped it was demons or undead. The other possible contagions would mean several days of hard labor in hazmat suits on top of a dozen sanitization rules they would have to mind every time they went in or out.

Twenty minutes after the crawlers entered, one stepped out. I couldn’t hear what he said to the closest harvester, but that harvester turned and yelled, “Undead protocol!”
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                I made the mistake of checking my phone while we waited for Crawler Kielar and his party to exit the gate.

“I know I failed you as a mother, but taking Beth away from us as revenge hurts her more than anyone. Send our angel home. It’s the right and good thing to do.”

Years ago, I told myself that blocking her number completely was cruel, that I should keep that line of communication open so we could someday reconcile. Now I wondered how long it would take her to find my new number. She got this one by sweet-talking someone at my university. They weren’t supposed to give out personal information to anyone, not even family, but my mom found a weak link and got what she wanted.

The CDM would be her next target, most likely, and maybe I could count on their discretion. 

No, it wasn’t worth the trouble. If texting me gibberish made my parents feel like they had done something to save my soul, that was better than them showing up in random places like they did to Beth.

Five hours after our arrival, Kielar exited the gate. His party disappeared into the trailer to shower, and he emerged twenty minutes later in a fresh kit. His handler handed him a tall cup of tea and a protein bar.

Ignoring Megan and me entirely, Kielar asked his handler if the training run was on schedule. It was, and the party was at the gate, waiting for him to arrive.

Getting across town meant another hour of sitting quietly doing nothing. Kielar tilted his seat back a bit and took a nap. We had to listen to him snore the whole way, which bothered me deeply. Every one of his inhales was like someone sucking on the straw for an empty drink, layered with the music of quivering sinuses and loose mucus.

I read that modern torture often involved endless loud music and jarring noises to psychologically unbalance a captive. In the car that day with Kielar, I learned that it wouldn’t take much for me to give up every secret I had if it meant the fucking snoring stopped.

Finally, we arrived at a C gate in a rundown playground. Five crawlers, all men, jumped to attention when they saw Kielar’s escort approach. Four of them looked to be Beth’s age, and the other one was maybe a few years older than me. It looked like they all arrived in the same Mill Rat SUV. That stuck out to me because smaller gates rarely bothered with that level of coordination. Everyone driving in separately was usually easiest.

“The CDM threw a wrench in my day,” he told the crawlers as he stepped out of the vehicle. “We’re supposed to do more drills this run, but I’m worn out. We’re bumping up your test. This is your crawl now. I’ll be with you, but if I have to step in, you fail.”

All of the crawlers replied with, “Yes, sir,” but only three seemed excited about the change of plans. The oldest crawler looked like a fighter, which meant he was on the verge of multiclassing into a spellsword build. He was pumped by the news, as were two of the younger boys, both martial classes as well.

The last two, a mage and a cleric, were visibly nervous. The mage in particular looked both afraid and guilty at the same time. His eyes darted between Megan and me every now and then, like he was trying his hardest not to look at us but couldn’t help himself.

The soon-to-be spellsword was the party captain, it seemed. He spoke a few words about goblin tactics, paying attention, and following orders before leading the other crawlers inside. Kielar followed with his cup of tea in one hand and a half-eaten protein bar in the other.

With time to kill, I pulled this gate up in the CDM database and looked through the crawlers registered to close it. The one nervous mage had my interest. If something was out of the ordinary, it was worth paying attention to. I think Grensmith told me that at one point during harvest site inspections, or maybe it was Chapman?

Anyway, the mage seemed exceptionally uncomfortable. Probably nothing, but I didn’t have anything else to do.

Brennan Kielar, twenty-one years old, a level 12 black mage crawling under the Mill Rats. Martin Kielar, the man I had been following since early this morning, was Brennan’s great uncle.

None of that information was noteworthy. Another nepo baby crawler wasn’t anything special. 

I wondered what class daddy Kielar was, so I clicked through Brennan’s known affiliations. I found two uncles, two more great uncles, two great aunts, three aunts, seven cousins, and a grandfather–all registered crawlers. Not all of them were active, but they were all in the database and had a fair number of runs under their belts.

Strange that neither of Brennan’s parents were registered crawlers. The CDM database listed their names, but like with any family member who wasn’t a crawler, they didn’t link to a profile or a database entry. I searched Brennan’s mother’s name online and learned she died in a car accident when Brennan was three. 

And his father… oh wow. He went to jail for mortgage fraud a year before Brennan’s mother passed. All I had to go on were news articles, and that coverage only extended to a criminal’s release if they were famous, so I didn’t immediately know if he was still in prison. The commentary around the arrest, however, made it clear that the Kielar family was ashamed to have their name associated with their wayward son.

The family clearly looked after Brennan in spite of his father’s choices, but I suspected that experience wasn’t always pleasant for him. He might not share in the true guilt of his father’s sins, but surely he found himself in their shadow at least sometimes.

On a hunch, I scrolled back through Brennan’s crawl history. Would you look at that: he was with great uncle Kielar the night the church crashers went missing.

Was there something here?



We didn’t get back to the CDM offices until after 7 p.m. Megan had a crawl the night before, so she was pretty tired, so much so that she didn’t have any shit to talk about Mill Rats when we ended the day. She must have been downright exhausted for that to be the case.

That was okay with me. I needed the time to think.

Brennan Kielar had my interest, but it was a stretch. He wouldn’t be the first innocent kid to be nervous around authority figures, and my gut feeling wasn’t evidence of anything. 

I was off the case, so I could let this go and move on with my life. The risk there was my hunch could be right, and acting on it now could save the lives of future unlucky crashers.

I could run it down myself first to see if it went anywhere before bringing it to the CDM. Taking this route meant an increased risk of drawing more negative attention to myself. Enforcer Chapman would not be happy to hear that I was running my own investigation in my free time, especially if I pissed the Kielar family off and they brought that displeasure to the CDM’s doorstep.

Or I could bring this to the CDM now. That didn’t feel like “keeping my head down” like I was told to, but at that point I would have done my duty as a CDM enforcer, absolving me of any potential guilt I could feel if the Kielar family killed more crashers.

I tried to work up the nerve to go to Chapman directly, but I wussed out. It was late, but McDouglas’ office light was on, so I knocked on the door.

“Isn’t it past your bedtime?” he joked when I came in. His polo shirt was neon yellow today.

“I know I’m off the crasher case, but can I run something by you?”

McDouglas leaned back in his chair, steepling his fingers. “What’s on your mind, Dick Tracy?”

“I didn’t mean to be a dick, sir…”

“No, Dick Tracy.”

I had no idea what he meant.

“He was a detective back in the- nevermind. Forget I mentioned it.”

“Well, you see, I was on a detail today and-”

McDouglas held up a finger to stop me. “Direct and to the point. Don’t dance.”

Nodding, I said, “I followed Martin Kielar around today. He ran a C-ranked training session with younger Mill Rats, and one of them was Brennan Kielar, Martin’s great nephew. Brennan looked exceptionally nervous to see CDM milling around the gate, and it looked to me like he felt a fair amount of guilt. I checked: Brennan Kielar was with great uncle Kielar the night the church crashers went missing.”

“Your hunch says he knows something.”

“It seemed like it was worth looking into.”

“Based on a kid being awkward outside of a gate.”

“...Yes.”

McDouglas sucked his teeth as he paused to think. 

He spun to his keyboard, typed, and clicked around a bit. I couldn’t see what he looked up, but I assumed it was Brennan Kielar’s CDM file. 

“Step outside, shut the door, and wait,” McDouglas said, reaching for his phone.

So I did. Beth texted me to let me know she made me a sandwich and it was in the fridge. Nathan texted me to say he had a rare night off from overtime at the airport. He humbly requested the apartment be relatively quiet that evening so he could catch up on sleep.

McDouglas opened his door abruptly to let me back in.

He returned to his desk, copied something onto a sticky note, and held it out for me to take.

When I reached for it, he pulled it back.

“There are a few things I should say before I hand this over,” he said.

I listened.

“This is the address to a bar Brennan Kielar frequents three to four times a week, typically for happy hour, always on weekdays. It’s a few blocks from the Mill Rats. If you act on this, your story is that you happened to be in the area because of a CDM assignment and recognized him. When you chat him up, tell him you noticed he looked uncomfortable the other day. He’ll lock up right away, at which point you say, ‘No, no, it’s okay. I was thinking you’d be a good fit for the CDM. If you ever want to make a change, here’s my card. Or if you need a favor and want to promise me a beer for helping.’”

“I can do that.”

“Don’t say a word about crashing. You’ll get made instantly if you do. Other than getting him to take your card how I said, the rest of the conversation is bullshit, like sports or streamers or whatever a kid that young is into. Got it?”

I nodded.

“You are not an undercover cop. Don’t lie about anything other than to cover up your interest in gate crashers, and don’t get yourself wrapped up in something stupid. You bumped into the kid for drinks. That’s it.”

“Makes sense,” I replied.

McDouglas paused. “The last thing: I have to come clean.”

“About…?”

“I’m a semi-regular at Milly’s.”

I felt the blood rush out of my face.

“That reaction is why I didn’t want to bring it up,” McDouglas said, “but I also don’t feel right hiding it from you. Until you came in to save her from your folks, I didn’t put it together that Beth was your sister. She’s a nice kid. Has a heavy pour. Everyone seems to like her.”

My eyes drifted from McDouglas’ to the floor.

“Pittsburgh is just a big small town. I didn’t mean to end up in your business, but I did, and you handled that situation a lot better than most people would have. Definitely better than I would have, that’s for sure. Chapman wants to bust your balls about sneaking in extra crawls because she thinks it’s proof you’re untrustworthy and don’t take the job seriously. She didn’t see what I did, though. I saw someone doing everything they possibly could to build themselves and their sister a better life.”

I didn’t know what to say. I willed myself to become invisible or to teleport into the nearest busy intersection. 

“I don’t care what your folks say. You’re heading in the right direction. That’s all, and I’ll never bring it up again. Now take the address and get your Sherlock on. Wait, do you-”

“I know about Sherlock Holmes.”

“Just checking. Let me know how it goes.”
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                The Twisted Old Fashion was one of the larger bars in the Strip District. The entire wall facing the street was roll-up garage doors that they raised on hot summer days. Right now, it was September, and the rain was falling too hard for that. The sound of drops beating against the doors was especially loud. 

When I came in, Happy Hour had only just begun, so the bar was still pretty empty. I picked a seat that had a good view of a television as well as the door.

How did McDouglas know Brennan Kielar frequented this place? Maybe the CDM had secret dossiers on crawlers with that kind of information, but that seemed unlikely. I heard him on the phone, so perhaps he called in a favor with someone who did have access. That begged all sorts of other questions, like who did he know that could pull up credit card or GPS data on a citizen without a warrant or other authorization?

And McDouglas was privy to the Unsung Heroes. There was a chance that it was general knowledge for manager-level crawlers, but I doubted he would have taken the leak so seriously if most of the CDM knew about it. 

At a minimum, McDouglas had friends in high places. Was he from one of those high places himself?

Whatever the explanation, he was a good friend to have. If this went well, I might recover my standing with Enforcer Chapman. Even she would have to be appreciative of a break in the case.

But that was getting ahead of myself. First, Brennan had to actually show up, and then I had to suddenly become a smooth operator who could flip a mark. I’d seen the movies. I knew what kind of suave charisma this situation required, and I knew that I had none of it.

Maybe he would never show up, and I could go back to McDouglas with an “I tried my best” explanation and put this silly idea behind me. Or I could-

Brennan walked in. He was on his phone and didn’t seem to look at anyone else in the bar on his way to his seat. With a nod from the bartender, his phone never leaving his ear, he looked up at a generic sports talk show and watched football highlights flash by. He spoke occasionally but seemed mostly disinterested in anything but the television.

A few sips into his beer, he hung up the phone.

Now or never, right?

Or it could be now or later. Later was also a possibility. I could wait another ten minutes. Or come back tomorrow. Next week could work too.

I took one step forward for every potential excuse and soon arrived at the bar.

“Hey man,” I began, “Did I see you at a C gate the other day? It was a run with Martin Kielar.”

“Oh, hi. Yeah.”

“This protester business is a shit show, right?”

Brennan nodded.

“I hope it calms down soon,” I said. “Must be extra annoying for you. You didn’t do anything, and people are hounding you the moment you come out the door.”

“It’s been a lot.”

“How’d the run go, by the way? I wanted to ask, but we get in trouble for bothering crawlers.”

“Pretty standard goblin gate,” he replied. “Nothing out of the ordinary.”

“Standard can be good. Predictable.” 

I kept my attention on the television and pretended to care about football.

“Ever think about working for the CDM?” I asked after a pause.

“Huh?”

“The CDM. None of my business, but you didn’t look like you were having a lot of fun the other day. I took a look at your file, and you’re a hell of a crawler. We get more people from the big guilds and teams than you’d think.”

“Oh. No… I never thought about that.”

“It’s not a bad gig,” I said. “I like knowing I’m making a difference, you know?”

I stood.

“Anyway, next one’s on me.” I dropped a ten-dollar bill on the bar top and then slid a business card to Brennan. “If you ever want a change of pace, give me a call. Have a good one.”

And I left.

That was what McDouglas said to do, but it didn’t feel particularly impactful. I trusted that he knew better than I did, though. The seed was planted. Now to see if it sprouted into something useful.

***

The driveway up to the next Site of Concern, an old rural high school, was blocked by abandoned cars. Megan guessed these used to be on the surrounding roads and were dumped here out of convenience. Someone might need to drive through the town, but no one would have any reason to visit the high school.

Except for Megan and me. We had to park at an alternate entrance to campus, cross the football field, and then finally enter the high school. Hiking with gear had become second nature for us, and it was actually one of the shorter walks we had had on our hunts.

With the goalposts and bleachers still in place, the shape of the stadium grounds was easy to distinguish, but the rest of it had surrendered to nature some time ago. A few young trees grew in the middle of what used to be the football field, and the grass was up to our chests.

The parking lot between the stadium and the school was piled with all manner of junk, from cars to old billboards to miscellaneous construction debris. Instead of venturing inside right away, we walked the outside perimeter of the school, looking for signs of monsters. Most of the property butted against old houses, but the back was bordered by a park with a number of wooded trails.

Goblins seemed to appreciate the park. The cracked asphalt that ran between the school and the park were dotted with tiny muddy footprints. We found a similar but less obvious goblin trail on the opposite side of the building. Having at least two ways in and out made sense for goblins, so that wasn’t a surprising find.

It did, however, make us extra sure that we were heading into a goblin nest. 

When we returned to where we had begun the perimeter search, we ducked through the broken glass of an old exterior door and into what was the school’s office. The room had a long counter and five or six desks behind that. The office in the back was probably for the principal.

Like the door, the glass in all the windows had been broken out and boarded over. Some of those boards were gone, and over the years wind filled this place with leaves. 

Exiting the office brought us into the school’s main hallway. A gymnasium was immediately across from the office, and then the rest of the straight stretch was all lockers and classrooms.

We relied on our headlamps, as there was no sunlight whatsoever in this part of the building.

Stray cats must have liked it in here too. The stench of cat piss was potent, but it wasn’t the ammonia of a meth lab. How strange that I could tell the difference now, I thought.

This school’s colors were blue and gold, and their mascot looked like a Revolutionary War soldier. I always thought mascots should be tough-looking or intentionally absurd. If a man in a tricorn hat with buckles on shoes tried to get me to do the wave, I wouldn’t be able to take it seriously.

Megan and I looked into the gymnasium through the small windows in the doors. Though the view wasn’t total, we didn’t see anything immediately worth investigating. Thus far, we had managed to remain relatively quiet. Pushing down the metal bar on these heavy doors was likely to be loud. That style of door wasn’t quiet when it was in tip-top shape. Covering it with rust would only make it worse.

So, we left it undisturbed.

Moving toward the classrooms, we passed a stairwell and then went single-file to squeeze between stacks of desks and old books lining both sides of the hallway. A thick dust covered them, and the jumble of junk made me think this was a good place for a goblin trap. We didn’t see any active traps, thankfully, but we did step over a piece of broken string, which could have been an old tripwire. It was harmless now, though.

Megan raised her hand to stop us and then pointed to the ground. A dark pool of blood sat in the middle of the hallway. Something had been dragged away from it, leaving wide red brushstrokes in its wake. I assumed that was from the body of whatever the blood used to belong to.

Kneeling, Megan touched the dark red smear. She held up her fingers to show me the blood was sticky, meaning it was relatively fresh.

Blood wasn’t the most reassuring thing to find on a hunt like this one, but goblins were carnivores. They might have killed a deer or a stray farm animal and brought it back to the nest for dinner. The blood could also be from a person, in theory, but I convinced myself that couldn’t be the case. Not way out here.

We followed the trail of blood with our headlamps. As we did, the smell of rot and waste grew stronger. The goblins must live on this side of the high school.

A second stairwell was at the end of the hallway, and beyond that looked like kitchens and old machine shop classrooms. This corner of the school was especially cramped with desks and shelves and lockers, so we moved even more carefully. We still didn’t see any traps, and I found it odd we hadn’t encountered a goblin yet. 

This school wasn’t massive, but it wasn’t small either. Three stories tall, a gymnasium, machine shops, a library–The goblins had plenty of space to work with, but we passed several points that would have been good for traps or ambushes without incident.

We rounded a corner and found the goblins.

Seven goblin corpses were strewn up and down the hall in various states of dismemberment. Their entrails spilled across the floor, and their blood flavored the smell of sewage with an intense iron.

Megan and I froze, and I wish we had made the mental connection even a moment more quickly. If we had, what happened next might have gone a little bit better.

If you’re not accustomed to wild monsters, this might not be as obvious to you: Anything that could kill multiple goblins had to be stronger and more dangerous than multiple goblins. This blood, like the first pool we found, was still relatively fresh, meaning that said thing could be nearby.

A shadow shifted. I grabbed the back of Megan’s collar and yanked her toward me. A pencil-gray humanoid flew across the hallway and smashed into the drywall on the other side, spilling a stack of old English textbooks. It was taller than me by at least a foot, and its body was knotted with bare muscle.

When it pushed itself out of the wall, I saw that its arms nearly reached the ground when it stood upright. Its black eyes, slitted like those of a snake, locked onto us as it bared its teeth. They looked like a mouthful of carpenter’s nails.

A troll.

Anticipating that we would encounter a troll someday led to lengthy discussions where Megan and I analyzed strategy and tactics, dissecting every possible scenario and option that might be available to us. Because we took that time, we both knew the plan and didn’t hesitate to put it into action.

We ran.

As we bolted back down the hallway, heading toward the offices where we entered, Megan was behind me. She tipped and toppled desks as she went to slow the troll chasing us. It galloped on its hands, covering in one bound what took us four steps, but crashing headfirst into furniture delayed it somewhat.

We reached the first stairwell we passed on our way in. Just ahead was the office and the gymnasium. Then we could get outside. In the open, my archery could give us the advantage. We might not kill it, but frustrating it into a retreat seemed plausible.

A second troll emerged from the darkness and stalked toward us, blocking our exit.

Megan slammed into my back. As she scrambled to recover, she saw the second troll.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck!” she yelled. Her hand grabbed my wrist, and she dragged me up the stairs.

The exit to the second floor of classrooms was blocked with heavy faculty desks, so we kept going up.

We burst onto the third floor, ran down the hall, and slid into an open classroom door. With our backs against the wall, we fought to quiet our breathing as we listened for signs of our pursuers.

This was bad.

Options. We needed options.

Megan’s constitution was higher than mine. She could probably manage jumping out of a third-floor window. I might be able to, but I would be ashamed to have Megan carry me to safety if getting out of this meant breaking one of my ankles.

We could try and get to the other stairwell from this floor, but we lost sight of the trolls. If they were even a little bit intelligent, they would know we were cornered up here and close off both of our potential exits.

Megan pulled out her flares. I admired the gumption, but this was two trolls. Winning against one at our level was optimistic. Winning against two just wasn’t possible, and not with flares we had to press into a troll to use. They would tear us to shreds before we put fire to flesh.

I looked around.

We were in a biology or chemistry lab. There were fume hoods, emergency showers, workbenches, cabinets… Options, options, options. We needed options.

The gas taps. Sean said that it was surprisingly common for someone to not properly shut off the gas or to leave an enormous amount of it in the pipes after the line was closed.

Slams and scratches echoed down the hall. The trolls were coming.

I crawled over to one of the benches. Kneeling, I spun the valve on the gas tap.

I smelled gas. This room was big, though. One gas tap wasn’t enough. All of the gas taps at once weren’t enough either, for that matter.

Think. Think. 

The trolls had slowed their approach. They were moving slowly, searching for us room by room. I could hear their husky, wet breathing as they moved. They would be on us soon.

Scanning the room, I spotted my solution.

“Stay with me!” I hissed to Megan as I snatched the flare out of her hand. 

We crawled across the room, toward a second door. Instead of leading into the hallway, this door connected to a traditional classroom. I guessed that lectures happened on one side while any hands-on lessons took place in the lab we were in now.

I pushed Megan through that second door. Before following her, I grabbed an exposed pipe on the wall, the one labeled with a shiny metal tag as the emergency gas shutoff for the whole lab, and yanked. It took me three pulls, but the pipe gave way. 

Gas flowed freely into the lab. I joined Megan in the second room and held the door open a crack. I put the flare on the floor, pulled the ignition string under the small gap at the bottom, and let the door nearly shut.

Megan’s helmet was on, but her stiff posture suggested she was horrified by the steps I was taking.

“Helloooo,” I said through the crack in the door, adopting the inflection of a jovial British nanny. To this day, I can’t tell you why I did that. I was scared out of my mind, and that’s the first thing that came to my mind.

“Hellooooooo,” I repeated and slammed the door shut.

Scrapes and stomps entered the lab and moved toward the door. I tapped on my side.

Tap, tap.

Tap, tap.

A chair squeaked as it skidded across the floor. I had no way of knowing where in the room the trolls were with any sort of certainty, but I knew for sure I didn’t want them any closer to me than the noise I just heard.

“Take cover!” I yelled at Megan.

Then I pulled the flare.

The fire on the other side of the door sucked up all the air in one deep whoosh, and a small force bounced off the door, like an extremely minor shockwave.

Screaming trolls sounded like howling dogs if they smoked four packs a day for twenty years. Their bodies crashed and slammed about the room as fire enveloped them whole.

After only a few seconds of that sweet music, something clicked over my head. Then a deluge of stagnant black water burst from the sprinklers.

“We have to kill them!” Megan yelled as she jumped to her feet. There was enough water on the floor already that she splashed with every movement.

She charged back into the lab. Both trolls were still partially on fire, but it was clear the sprinklers bought them a reprieve. I drew my sword and joined Megan in frantically hacking the nearest troll with everything we had. 

I struck another flare.

“Get the other one!” I called as I jammed it into the neck of the downed troll. 

It still thrashed like a hooked fish, so I lit another and jammed it an open wound on the side of its skull.

Behind me, glass shattered.

“Dorion! It’s running!”

The second troll had hurled itself through the window. It landed on the pavement on its side, splatting limply with its back and head still alight. I drew my bow and fired as many arrows into the troll as I could while it was still.

Its back and thighs were riddled with them, and then I felt the string of my bow disappear.

“My bow’s broken," I said to Megan. 

She glanced around, grumbled, and then gave herself a battle cry. 

Megan jumped out the same window as the troll. I heard grunts and the sloppy slaps of open wounds and blood.

When I got to the window and looked down, the troll lay facedown with Megan straddling its back. She lit one flare and jammed it into the troll’s neck. She lit another and stabbed it through the troll’s face.

Then she rolled off the side and lay on her back, staring up at the sky.

“Megan! Megan!”

She held up a thumb and groaned, “I’m good. Knocked the wind out of myself.”

“You’re sure?”

“Please make sure yours is dead.”

That was a good idea.

“It’s definitely dead!” I called back. “Is yours?”

Without standing, Megan kicked the troll next to her. “Yeah. Mine’s dead. What do you say I wait here and you come down to me?”

I laughed. “Yeah. On my way.”
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                “Sprinkler water might be as bad as goblin toilet juice,” Megan said. 

She sat up on the edge of the curb, wringing black water out of her hair.

“Word of advice: Don’t look at your system profile.”

So, of course, that was the first thing I did:

Dorion Carmino

Class: Archer

Level: 5

XP Progress: 37/1600

Str: 6

Dex: 12

Con: 6

Int: 4

Cha: 3

Abilities:


	Piercing Shot



Traits: 


	Ranged Accuracy




	Improved Reload




	Sharpen




	Momentum



Spells: (none)

“Four fucking XP?” I spat. “Four?!”

“I told you not to look.”

“That’s such bullshit.”

Megan nodded.

“Seriously, are you hurt? That was quite a fall.”

“I’ll be sore, but the troll took most of the impact,” Megan replied. “How about you? Any injuries?”

I shook my head.

“I almost got us killed,” Megan said. “Going up the stairs was so damn dumb.”

“We didn’t have better options. Running head-on into either troll would have been the end of us. For sure when the second one caught up if we managed to do okay against the first.”

“I wasn’t thinking.”

“Don’t beat yourself up,” I insisted. “I think you made the only call there was.”

“You almost blew us to pieces.”

Chuckling nervously, I shrugged. “It was the only option I could think of.”

“That was insane, but it was smart. Really good thinking.”

“We got lucky with the gas. If it was off or if I waited too long to blow it…”

“Maybe we should think less about all the ways we could have died. For now at least.”

“Deal,” I said. “The fire is all out, by the way. We can leave, and everything will be fine.”

Megan pondered the ragged remains of the troll stuffed with flares. “A few of my uncles are deer hunters, and even when I was a kid, I used to think mounting deer heads was the dumbest thing in the world.”

“But now?”

“But now I want that asshole’s head on my wall.”

“You could probably find a taxidermist willing to do it.”

Laughing, Megan replied, “I do wish I could go home with a trophy, but I’ll pass on putting that head in a grocery bag and holding it in my lap the whole way home.”

I stood, offered Megan my hand, and helped her to her feet. Her movements were already stiff and timid.

“Are you sure it’s nothing serious?”

“Yeah. Nothing's broken or torn. I’m pretty sure.”

The walk back across the stadium to the car was slow. 

At about midfield, Megan broke the silence. “Congratulations on your first troll kill.”

Smiling, I said, “And congratulations to you.”

“I’m glad we got this on film. I wouldn’t believe this story no matter who told it to me.”



On the ride back to the city, Megan insisted we tell Beth and Nathan that we wanted the hunt video from this run to be a surprise. We would let them know we were fine, but they would know nothing else about what happened that day until she had the edit complete.

Which was Sunday afternoon.

“I would like to motion that Dorion and Megan not be permitted to withhold information like this ever again,” Nathan said, waiting for Megan to get the video up on the living room television.

“Seconded,” Beth added.

“Then it’s unanimous.”

“How do you figure two out of four is unanimous?” I asked.

“Since the vote is about you two,” Nathan explained, “then you are obligated to recuse yourselves, leaving only Beth and me with castable votes. Of the two available, the decision was unanimous.”

“It will be worth it,” Megan said with a grin. She had thoroughly enjoyed making Nathan squirm by not revealing the story.

Beth pulled her knees to her chest and hugged her legs. “I’m expecting this to either be the most frightening thing I’ve ever seen or the world’s dumbest joke.”

Still smiling proudly, Megan hit play.

When the video ended, cutting off at the moment I came outside and confirmed Megan was alright, Beth and Nathan kept their wide eyes on the screen.

“That was the most badass thing I’ve ever seen in my life,” Nathan said. “That’s counting video games and movies. Goddamn, my girlfriend is awesome.”

Megan blushed.

“I want to rag on you,” Nathan continued, directing the conversation at me, “but that was nuts, bro.”

“You could have blown up the whole school,” Beth whispered. “Or yourselves at a minimum.”

“There wasn’t enough gas in the room for that,” Nathan said. “Those gas taps on the lab benches maybe push three or four liters of gas per minute. The room needs to be 5% gas to be explosive. With how big that room was… Might need over 10,000 liters to get it in explosion territory, so the gas taps alone would take a while. Busting the line could have gone badly, but it got enough gas into the air to be dangerously flammable. Maybe another five minutes and it would have gone boom.”

Everyone in the room looked at Nathan in disbelief.

“What? I’m around this stuff all day. You pick up a few things.”

“Shouldn’t the whole building have exploded?” Beth asked.

“Maybe there wasn’t that much gas left in the pipes and the main feed was off. I’m also not a physics major, so maybe other factors were at play too.”

Beth rested her chin on her knees. “Guys, that was really scary.”

“Sure was,” Megan agreed.

Nathan frowned. “Not to sour the mood, but how much would a dungeon troll net you?” 

“Two months’ rent, depending,” I answered.

“Daaamn. System rules are bullshit. I’ve seen troll fights on streams before, but that looked like nothing I’d ever see in a dungeon. And the system says it’s worth basically nothing?”

Megan nodded. "Mmhmm.”

Nathan looked at me. “Was it only your bowstring that broke?”

“I thought it was, but there are some stress cracks in the limbs. I hope the quartermaster on duty tomorrow morning believes I wrecked it test-firing my new dex.”

“Will they give you a better bow this time?”

“Probably not.”

“That sucks,” Nathan said. “So you’ll have to hold back on your runs still.”

“Yep.”

Beth started to giggle. “Umm… guys.”

Everyone gave Beth their attention.

She pointed at the screen. “Am I reading your username right? ‘Dungeon Divas?’”

“That’s what happens when you let Meg choose the account name,” Nathan joked.

“It’s funny,” Megan insisted. “I couldn’t think of anything else. It’s not like it matters.”

“You don’t think I make a good diva?” I asked.

Megan scoffed. “Oh, you most certainly make an excellent diva. I had to pick something, and I thought it should be something ridiculous so it can’t be connected to us.”

“Dudes, daredevils, dramatists, dingle dangles, dorks, dastards, Dudleys, do-gooders, dancers, drowners, denizens, dippers, doormen-”

“Enough!” Megan shouted. “I asked you if you wanted to help me with the channel. You told me to do whatever I wanted.”

“Dungeon Darryls is also pretty funny,” I continued, “since neither of us is named Darryl.”

“Are you seriously bothered, or are you messing with me?” Megan asked.

“Just messing with you. I don’t care what our secret username is.”

“Okay, good. If it was a problem, you were going to be the one going out a window next.”

***

Megan saw me set my kit outside of the intern cubicle on Monday. That was also the start of my fifth month with the CDM. For Megan, it was her last as an intern. Lofold moved on without saying where he was going, so I don’t know what role he ended up in. An intern that reminded me of Saito but with an oily-slick topknot joined the cubicle. His name was Gregory Loman.

“What’d they say about the bow?” Megan asked me.

“They replaced it and told me I wouldn’t get a third if I broke this one.”

“Same strength?”

“Yep,” I answered. “It’s pretty awesome I don’t get to use all my dex points because I’m too broke to buy decent equipment.”

“Did you check online? Might find something used.”

“I looked. Nothing yet.”

“Did you try the Craft Hall in Lawrenceville?” Black asked. His dinky desk chair creaked beneath his massive frame when he turned to speak.

He hadn’t been a part of the conversation from the start, but with how closely we worked together–literally–no conversation in the intern cube was private. It was normal for people to jump in and out at random times.

“That’s a good idea,” Megan said.

“I’m not familiar,” I admitted.

“It’s like a crafters co-op,” Black explained. He was in the second month of his internship now. “The idea is to make it easier for new craftspeople to get their start. It’s cheaper than a storefront, and they provide a bunch of the basic equipment. They’ve got two or three of everything in there.”

“Including bowyers?”

“Yep. And armorsmiths, weaponsmiths, leatherworkers, tailors, toolmakers, and there was a jeweler who specialized in enchantments. I think she’s moved into her own store since then, though.”

“Even if I don’t find anything to buy, sounds like a cool spot to check out,” I said.

“For sure,” Black agreed. “It’s a fun place to browse around. Are you two back to crawler-sitting this week, or are you only here for a little bit?”

Megan wiped her glasses on the corner of her shirt. “Mill Rats issued a statement. Kielar denied ever using demon summoning spells and called a press conference to prove it. He summoned a bunch of elementals in front of everyone. He still has haters, but he doesn’t need security anymore.”

“Bet that’s a relief. Hopefully your next assignment isn’t as boring.”

Sighing, Megan said, “I’ve got harvester inspections to do. Not as bad, but not my favorite.”

“I have a bunch of workplace certifications to test for,” I added. “It’s going to take me forever to get through all of the videos.”

Megan nodded. “Two weeks if you push yourself. Sorry, Dor, it’s awful.”

“I didn’t expect it to be fun.”

“The good news is, you’ve learned most of it already. The tests will try and trip you up, like using the right number but making it feet instead of meters to see if you notice. That and the chemical reactions material were the hardest for me.”

I appreciated the warning. 

Putting the entirety of my attention on my computer screen, I queued up “Comprehensive Trip Hazard Preparedness: Welcome” and did my best to pay attention.

***

The craft hall felt like part mall, part zoo. A lane ran down the middle of the structure with stalls for individual craftspeople on either side. Though products were located in such a way that it was clear what wares belonged to which stall, the building itself was treated like one big store. A few associates minded the fronts of all the vendors simultaneously, freeing the craftspeople to continue working.

Though the space behind the stalls wasn’t strictly divided up according to each storefront, a layer of thick glass allowed shoppers to see the skill behind the products. In one stall, an armorsmith shaped a piece of a platemail while the weaponsmith next to him forged a spearhead. 

The noise insulation was impressive, but it wasn’t until one of the craftspeople opened a door to step to the front that you really appreciated it. The volume of the whole hall suddenly spiked with the clanging of hammers and the roaring of furnaces only to drop back to a muffled undertone when the door shut again.

When Beth heard I wanted to go weapon shopping, she begged to come with me. Then Jonathan caught wind and joined us as well, which didn’t surprise me all that much. He was one of the more dedicated dungeon crawl fans I had ever met, and that was saying something.

As soon as we stepped into the craft hall, they were both drawn to a chainmail-platemail suit of armor. The metal was iridescent, the ghosts of sharp, vibrant colors flowing across the material like ink in water. I didn’t remember the name of the dungeon ore that gave it those qualities, but I knew it was ungodly expensive.

I dared, however, to peruse one of the leatherworking shops. A suit made from hellcat hide caught my eye. The blood-red material felt soft as fleece, light and flexible, but I knew it was far more durable than leather made from any Earth creature. I dared to look at the price tag.

A year and a half of rent. Jesus.

I would have to be running a few C and B gates a week to justify that investment, and even then, armor that expensive would only stress me out more. I’d almost prefer I got hurt to spare the armor rather than the other way around. My wounds would heal. A tear in my premium gear would not.

The bows were beautiful. This particular bowyer had racks of bow styles but only a few that had been properly stained and sealed. The customers picked the color and finish when they selected a bow, making the already sizable purchase feel more personalized. 

Most crawlers used a recurve bow because of its balance of speed, power, and durability. Very few crawlers used longbows, but there were a few. The smoothness of the draw was usually the deciding quality for those archers. Flatbows and shortbows were slightly more common on crawls because of their general speed, but I couldn’t imagine choosing either of those over a recurve.

A flatbow was more durable than a recurve because of how its shape distributed the strain of a draw, but I disliked the way the tension felt on my fingers. The string didn’t snap forward with the satisfying speed of a recurve. And a shortbow was the opposite problem. The small frame made each draw and release feel abrupt and violent.

At some point in my revelry, Beth drifted to my side. She ran her fingers along the frame of a bow with wonder in her eyes.

“I’ve never seen them unfinished like this,” she said. “It’s amazing something so thin can withstand so much force but still feel so smooth and delicate.”

“You definitely should have gotten the archer class,” I chuckled.

“I like all well-made things,” Beth replied. “The way someone’s expertise and knowledge shines through in whatever it is… I don’t know. It’s kind of beautiful.”

I glanced across the craft hall. Jonathan held a greatsword in two hands while one of the hall associates talked to him about it. The size of the weapon was absurd as far as I was concerned, to the point of being cartoonish, but Jonathan wielded it with surprising grace. He looked like he had had at least a little bit of practice, and if not instruction, something like what Tailf3ther did for me, perhaps.

When I returned my attention to the bows, I found Beth watching the bowyer through the glass. She was enraptured, like she left her body behind to get a closer look.

I liked seeing her enjoy things.

I did not like the price tags I was seeing, however. Nothing seemed unfairly overvalued or anything like that. I was just poor.

***

When Enforcer Grensmith told me that the CDM offered self-defense and personal protection training, I pictured those classes happening during work and occurring in a martial arts dojo, or a gymnasium at the least. Instead, I reported to a dingy computer lab on the second floor at 6 a.m., so I could take the course before my workday started.

A bored woman with curly gray hair led me to a PC.

“Welcome to Self-Defense Tactics for Crawler Altercations, Level 1,” she began. “Your file says you are pursuing a dex archer build?”

“That’s correct.”

“Good. Then everything is set up. I recommend using the headphones. There are bathrooms above us, and once people start getting to the office, it’s all you hear.”

“I’m confused. I thought this was self-defense training.”

“That is indeed what this is.”

“I expected sparring and heavy bags and mats. Something like that.”

She shook her head pityingly. “The most efficient way to prepare individuals for combat is to help them level. Hour for hour, we get a better return sending you on culls for XP instead. These trainings focus on strategic thinking instead of physical movements. It’s all explained in the video modules. I loaded the barbarian defense module for you first, by the way.”

So she knew a barbarian was the reason I was here. 

Though this training wasn’t what I expected or wanted it to be, no amount of arguing with the lab proctor would turn it into something different. 

I put on my headphones and started to watch.

The crux of the training distilled down to the idea of knowing your build’s greatest strength and betting your survival on it. As a dex archer, I was never to accept a hand-to-hand battle. If hypothetically an angry barbarian with a higher level than mine approached me in a bar, my best course of action would be to use my agility to run.

Every other class matchup was more of the same. Angry cleric? Run. Mage? Run. Defender? Run. Druid? Run.

The training provided some decent tips, like zigging and zagging to make myself a more difficult target for a mage to hit or using my agility advantage to cut sharp, sudden corners that less dexterous pursuers would struggle to replicate.

But that was it. My self-defense training was two hours in a computer lab, and I learned that fleeing the scene could keep me alive. Living was great, but if a barbarian came after me, I didn’t want to just live.

I wanted to win.
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                Day after day of video modules on workplace safety, followed by endless quizzes and tests, made my daily challenges dull affairs. I got called in to do an E-ranked Roach Run and a D-ranked goblin run in that first week, netting myself 452 XP in total, but otherwise the most interesting thing to happen was that Nathan and I were alone in the apartment for an entire evening.

No Megan. No Beth and Jonathan. Just the two of us, a few bowls of cereal, and a playlist of crawl videos on the television. Like old times.

“Life suddenly got fast, huh?” Nathan mused.

“What do you mean?”

“This used to be us every night, but it feels like it’s been months since this has happened. We’re actually doing shit out in the world.”

Laughing, I said, “It’s definitely been busy.”

“You and I are good, right? Just because we’re not chilling together every night, we’re not any less of friends.”

“Not on my end.”

“Good. Good.”

“What happens if things keep progressing with you and Megan?” I asked. “Seems like that’s going well.”

“You mean like living arrangements?”

“Yeah.”

Nathan shrugged. “Bro, it’s weird. I know there’s a sequence to this, like we eventually move in together, get married, merge bank accounts. All that jazz. I don’t know that I want all that.”

“You don’t want to move in with Megan?”

“No, that’s not what I mean. Things are going well, and I wouldn’t want to throw that away, but the normal way is so damn linear. You know those old sitcoms where all the friends live in the same apartment or floor or whatever?”

“Yeah.”

“Why isn’t that an option? Like, Megan feels like an addition to my life and not a replacement for friendship, and I think we all like hanging out together, so what the fuck?”

Laughing, I said, “No, I don’t know ‘what the fuck.’”

“Man, life is short. If Megan goes to sleep early one night, I want to be able to walk down the hall and play video games with my best friend. You know? Why isn’t that a life plan option?”

“How would that work?”

Nathan shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe we get apartments on the same floor. Maybe we go in on an actual house, something we’d never be able to afford by ourselves, and divvy up private and shared space. For how you and Megan are doing with crawling, we could build a damn castle outside of the city. That’s me volunteering you guys for monster security, but you know, I’ll wash dishes or something to do my part.”

“Wow.”

“You think I’m crazy.”

“I don’t,” I said. “It’s not something I expected. Like you said, the path is usually pretty linear, so you or I moving on felt inevitable. We’d still be friends, but you’d be doing your own thing.”

“Well, Megan and I aren’t rushing things, so we’ve got time, bro. Something to think about.”

Nathan was right. The life path didn’t need to be totally linear, and I liked those kinds of sitcoms too. For as elaborate or as goofy as some of the plots to those shows ended up being, the multiple characters hanging out and sharing space always seemed so natural. People who liked spending time together organized their lives around that very thing.

And it was fun.

On the Beth side of my life, I liked the idea of her staying close too. We were just beginning to be real friends again, but why did her interest in Jonathan, or whoever it might be, have to mean the two of us separating again?

“This isn’t a new idea,” I said after a while.

“Hmm?”

“Guild houses are the same concept, right? A bunch of crawlers share a big-ass house. Plenty of their own space, and then there’s a game room or a swimming pool in the middle.”

Nathan thought. “You mean like a party sharing a place?”

“Yeah. If I’m not in your fucking party by now, we have bigger problems.”

Laughing, Nathan replied, “Nah, man. We’re definitely in the same party. I like framing it like that, though, because it’s true. You got me through a bunch of shit, had my back, and looked out for me.”

“You mean that’s what you did for me.”

He started counting on his fingers. “I totaled my car in that ice storm, and you walked a bunch of winter clothes out to me. Middle of the night. Didn’t hesitate. I don’t want to try to add up all the drunk nights you got me home because that’s a bunch right there. Then you had my back when Susie broke my heart. Shit, when my mom passed, you came home with me and spent a week cleaning out her house. You boxed up like a thousand Precious Moments figurines and never complained.”

I didn’t know what to say.

“Like a party,” Nathan repeated. “We hold each other up. Spreads the challenges out.”

“Are we really talking about getting ourselves a guild house?”

Nathan shrugged. “I’m down.”

“Alright. Me too.”

***

Megan and I spent Saturday clearing a goblin nest out of old townhomes. The goblins broke through the drywall to make six individual homes into one big fortress. After staring down a pair of trolls, a nest of nineteen goblins felt downright pedestrian. 

We still needed to be on our game, so it wasn’t like we didn’t take it seriously. However, the jolt of fear I used to get when I saw a goblin set its sights on me wasn’t there. Instead of fear, I felt focused. Alert. 

I wished that focus persisted during the safety training I had to endure for the next week, but alas, I suffered. McDouglas checked in with me briefly to see if I had heard from Brennan Kielar yet. I hadn’t. He said that was normal, but the idea that Brennan would suddenly have a bout of conscience and call me to confess seemed far-fetched. Then again, I was the intern. I didn’t really know anything.

I wish I could say evenings were more exciting, but I only got called in for one dungeon gate that whole time, a D-ranked termite gate.

I checked my progress to level 6 right after:

XP Progress: 701/1600

Now that I qualified for D-ranked gates, leveling was less painful. As long as I was playing cleanup for the CDM, my forward movement could only go so fast, but getting a few hundred XP from a D-ranked cull versus maybe 40 from an E-ranked was a world of a difference.

I might feel different about that a few levels from now, but I was satisfied at the moment.

***

Sunday morning, my phone rang while I was still asleep. I snatched it, excited to have a gate to run. When I saw it was Grensmith’s number and not the general CDM office line, I knew it wasn’t good news.

“Good morning, Gray. Sorry to bother you so early, but I need you in Monroeville at a C-ranked. Get your kit and go to the address I’m texting you now. Be ready to wave your ID around to get through the traffic.”

I could appreciate the need for brevity in emergency situations, but the way the CDM handled it felt unnecessarily dramatic. Give me at least a hint of what I’m walking into so I can get my head on straight. Was that so much to ask?

Grensmith was right about traffic being bad, especially for a Sunday, but he was wrong about my ID having any power to get me around it. The civilians in front and behind me couldn’t move out of my way if they wanted to–and they didn’t, to be clear–because there was nowhere for them to go. This gate had appeared in the middle of the interstate, which was problem enough. Whatever had gone wrong only made the problem worse.

A police officer on a motorcycle drove the wrong way through the standstill traffic. When I saw her coming, I dangled my ID out the window.

She paused next to my car.

Into her radio, she said, “I’ve got a CDM to escort. Flagging their vehicle for recovery.”

To me, she said, “Get your gear. I’ll take you to the gate. We’ve got someone coming to get your car.”

Well, this was new. I felt pretty damn important right then. I threw my kit over my shoulder and climbed onto the back of the motorcycle and held on.

That was my first time on a motorcycle of any kind. We wove through traffic, sideview mirrors nipping the loose fabric of my pant legs as we wiggled this way and that to squeeze through, traveling at a speed that felt several steps above reckless.

I didn’t like it.

As the gate came into view, my glimpses of CDM enforcers and investigators made my stomach sink. Everyone was suiting up in plastics a dozen yards away from the gate with biohazard boxes and bags stacked around them. I knew what that meant. 

This was a crawler recovery assignment.

“You can get off now,” the motorcycle cop said.

I didn’t realize we had stopped. How long had we been sitting still with me clinging to her back?

“Sorry,” I said. “Thanks for the ride.”

She didn’t reply. She shifted gears and drove back into traffic.

“We were about to go in,” Grensmith said. “You got five. Suit up. We’ll wait so you can just go in with the group.”

I didn’t recognize him at first, as I only had the bridge of his nose and his eyes to go on. The rest of him was covered in biohazard protocol protective gear.

He stayed with me as I dressed, which was an additional level of pressure I didn’t enjoy, and updated me on the situation. I half expected him to assign me a module on how to properly dress for work, due the next morning, naturally.

“This is an Iron Crawlers’ gate. Harvest team showed up this morning to start work and walked into a mess, which is unusual. ICs don’t generally give us any trouble.”

Technically, the Iron Crawlers were the third-largest crawl team in Pittsburgh, but they were tiny compared to the first two in those rankings, the Furious Few and the Mill Rats. Now that Grensmith mentioned it, I couldn’t recall ever citing an Iron Crawler for anything in my brief career with the CDM.

Grensmith continued, “The rest of us have been briefed. I want you to assess the scene as we go and come to your own conclusion. This will be a good test of your training.”

A Sunday morning test? I wasn’t even awake yet.

“I’ll do my best,” I said. 

As soon as I pulled the plastic hood over my head and cinched it tight, I followed Grensmith and five other CDMs to the gate entrance a little ways farther down the highway.

Right away, I spotted a trail of blood. Like the juice from a leaky garbage bag, it came out of the gate–a cave mouth wrapped in thick vines in this case–went to the side of the road, and then over the guardrail. The embankment on the other side was steep and disappeared into woods. Someone with an injury fled the scene. That was easy enough to deduce. 

A murderous crawler might run like that, but a crawler scheduled for this gate would have a vehicle close by. A few were pulled off the side of the road nearby with crawler passes in the windows, in fact, so it wouldn’t make a lot of sense for an injured suspect to leave on foot instead of taking their own car. 

A gate crasher, however, would make sense. Their transportation was more likely to be hidden rather than parked right next to the gate.

Crashing a C-ranked gate took some stones. A few guilds brought in level 7s and 8s with escorts for training purposes, but most proper C gate runs had parties of level 10s and higher. I couldn’t imagine many crashers having those kinds of levels. Yet, the blood trail was here.

The inside of the gate would tell the rest of the grisly story.
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                The dungeon had no built-in light sources like torches or glowing rocks. The CDM set up a batch of floodlights just inside, but everything beyond their reach was perfect darkness.

All of the dungeons I had run at that point in my career were corridors and rooms. Whether it was termites or goblins, the path through was relatively straightforward. The monsters appeared in waves as we went deeper, and any of them going unnoticed was virtually impossible.

This dungeon was part cave, part forest. The ground beneath my feet was dirt and rock, but the chamber was expansive enough that I couldn’t immediately see any of the walls other than the one surrounding the gate at my back. Ahead, all I could see were trees, thick and gnarled, rising high above me. When my headlamp played across the canopy, the light never reached the ceiling of the cavern.

“The cull team said this area was clear,” Grensmith said, “but everyone keep your guard up. We don’t need a scraggler adding more death to this scene.”

In dungeons like these, where getting lost was a genuine possibility, crawl teams breadcrumbed their way through to make it easier to backtrack when the time came. This team used spray paint and bright yellow ribbons.

Here and there were the bodies of monsters. Some were wolves, and others were hairy humanoids with gray skin and twisted faces. The wolf corpses were large, but they didn’t strike me as large enough to be a dire variety–not that I had seen a dire wolf in person to know for sure. 

The humanoids were the real clue. Some were more wolf than person when I looked closely.

A lycanthrope dungeon then? 

A few minutes later, we came to the first crawler body. They were face down with a gruesome crater in their back. Something hot and explosive had ripped right through their leather. 

I could have been editorializing, but it seemed to me this crawler was running deeper into the dungeon when they were hit. A wallet sat next to the body with a driver’s license out. The investigation team had been through here already, so anything of interest had a numbered tag next to it.

This body didn’t have a crawler ID, however. Only the driver’s license. That likely made this person a crasher.

Did the werewolves circle behind the crashers somehow, giving them no choice but to run deeper? The same thing had happened to Megan and me with the trolls. We had to go the wrong way to escape the immediate danger.

Werewolf casters were a thing, but they typically wore baubles and talismans of some kind. Bones, beads, ears. Those sorts of things.

None of the werewolves I saw so far had any such indicators.

Ten minutes farther in, still surrounded by trees and darkness, we stepped into the scene of a large skirmish.

At first, finding any order in the chaos didn’t seem possible. Crawler and werewolf corpses were scattered in every direction. Blood splattered across trees and pooled in thick puddles around bodies and severed limbs. Some of the werewolves were cut down by weapons. Others were charred from fire or lightning magic.

The crawlers were similarly mangled, but the types of wounds were more varied on the people. Some died to claws and bites, their necks ripped open by ferocious teeth or their stomachs unzipped by vicious scratches. Others had cleaner deaths. A few died from spells, like the first crasher we saw, and others had clearly been slashed or stabbed by human weapons.

The density of the trees made it difficult to view the scene in its entirety, so I couldn’t immediately discern the order in which these deaths occurred or what direction monsters, crawlers, and crashers had been traveling when the fighting began.

Attempting to narrow my focus, I looked at the IDs next to the crawler corpses. After a few bodies, a pattern emerged: the crawlers without licenses–crashers, presumably–weren’t killed by teeth and claws. The wounds were the clean cuts of sharp blades or the gory remnants of spells striking flesh.

The crawlers with licenses were the opposite. Everyone that I saw had quite obviously been killed by a werewolf. Their wounds were shredded and torn, the result of something wild and savage. 

In terms of numbers, there were four to five werewolf corpses for every dead person.

Grensmith motioned for me to follow him.

Pausing at the far side of the scene, he pointed to a trail of blood that went away from the fighting and deeper into the dungeon.

“This trail goes another hundred feet or so into the dungeon, stops at a severed arm, and then doubles back. When the cullers got here, there were seven werewolves still alive. The cullers are watching the boss room now, by the way, so we have as much time as we need.”

I nodded as I listened.

“I want to hear your theory when we’re done,” he said to me before turning to address the rest of the recovery crew. “The investigators have been through and tagged everything. We are clear to clean up, but do your best to keep from mixing crawler remains when you bag. That makes life a lot harder for the coroners later.”

After a few months with the CDM, my stomach was more resilient than before, but bagging pieces of dead people still disturbed me deeply. I found myself attempting to dissociate, to let my body do the physical work while my mind went somewhere else, somewhere without blood and entrails. Two of the enforcers, men I didn’t know, joked through the whole process.

Jokes like, “Do you need a hand?” one asked as they offered a severed forearm, or “This guy must have been a smoker. Look at those lungs. Doesn’t he know those things will kill you?”

I was still too new to know the difference between callous disrespect and the desperate use of gallows humor to dull the sense of horror at seeing and handling so much death.

I knew, however, that gallows humor wasn’t for me.

My method of escape was trying to puzzle out what transpired here. Grensmith had given me all the pieces, so I sat at a table in my mind and moved them around, looking for the configuration where everything fit perfectly.

It took us two hours to bag all the remains and another half hour to shuttle the various bags to the exit. My stoic facade fractured when I picked up a torso–two arms but no legs–to carry it out. Wrapping my arms around it felt like hugging a person. That awareness of humanity crashed through my poise.

I had to step into the forest to empty my stomach for a few minutes.

Nobody bothered me about it. I wasn’t the first person to retch on this recovery mission.

Outside, I stripped off my plastics, put them in the biohazard disposal bins, and drank some water the investigation team had in the back of their vans.

Grensmith found me sitting on the hood of my car.

“Got a theory?” he asked.

“I think so.”

“Let’s hear it.”

After a deep breath, I began, “The crashers were already inside when the crawlers arrived. It’s not clear who started it, but the two groups fought, and the crawlers outmatched the crashers significantly. One of the crashers, carrying their own arm, ran deeper into the dungeon and pulled a bunch of the spawn. They dragged the monsters back to the crawlers and were lucky enough to slip away in the mayhem. The one-armed crasher exited the gate and hopped the guardrail to run.”

“If you had to decide who attacked first, crawlers or crashers, who would you say?”

“Crawlers. The first dead crasher we found was hit in the back, so they must have tried to run when they saw crawlers.”

Grensmith nodded approvingly. “I suspect the cops will find the crasher dead in a ditch not far from here. That kind of blood loss wouldn’t let them get very far.”

“Right.”

“Good work. Head back to the office, file your report, and you’re done for the day. Sorry to ruin your weekend.”

***

As far as I knew, Iron Crawlers weren’t suspects in any previous crasher killings, but then again, we had very few definitive cases of missing crashers to work from, meaning we had no true sense for how pervasive the problem might be.

I didn’t see signs of mercy in that scene. To me, it looked like the Iron Crawlers attacked the crashers on sight, intending to wipe them out completely. They were too bloodthirsty, though, and didn’t respect the danger the dungeon itself presented. The armless crasher must have brought half the dungeon back with them, and the crawlers were out of formation and unprepared.

Maybe crasher slayings weren’t rare at all. Maybe killing crashers was the unspoken standard operating procedure across guilds and teams, and the rest of the country was just ignorant of that fact. 

In a normal run, the harvesters coming in behind the Iron Crawlers weren’t likely to find crasher bodies unless they went looking for them. The dungeon forest was large enough that most of the harvesters would never see any signs of fighting. The few who did see corpses wouldn’t go poking around at dead werewolves. A couple of dead crashers at the bottom of that pile would never be seen, and then they were gone forever when the gate closed.

When I finished typing up my report, with all of these thoughts still swirling in my mind, I looked up the crawlers who died in the incident. Each one had a clean record, both as crawlers and as citizens. No fights, no disputes, no complaints. Their social media was pictures of backyard barbecues, smiling children, and cute pets.

None of them looked like murderers, yet I had seen the corpse of a crasher killed while trying to run, not fight.

If the one-armed crasher managed to survive, by some miracle, who would believe the story that they were the victims, not the crawlers? A whole party of upstanding professionals were more trustworthy than a criminal, even in death. 

When I got home, Nathan was on the couch.

“Dude! You been following this?!”

I stepped into the living room with a beer. “Following what? I’ve been in a gate most of the day.”

Nathan’s face fell when he saw mine. “Rough one, huh?”

“Yeah.”

“Sorry, man.”

“It’s fine,” I said. “What’s happening?”

“This is a livestream from The Wilds: Alaska. They just ran from frost giants and are hiding out in an old mining town.”

Livestream? That was odd. Like most reality shows, The Wilds series was edited before airing. I had never heard of them launching an unscheduled livestream on a random Sunday afternoon.

The more pressing question: Frost giants?! Those were S-ranked dungeon bosses when they were alone, and I definitely heard Nathan use the plural just now.

I was about to ask Nathan to tell me more, but the footage on the screen cut away from crawlers huddling in the darkness to a recap that included video from earlier in the day.

The crawlers were traveling north on AK-2, also known as the Elliott Highway. They passed an abandoned gold mining town named Livengood and continued on for another mile before coming to a quarry where AK-2 connected to AK-11. 

A voiceover on the stream explained, “This is footage from a scouting drone. The quarry was not a scheduled point of interest, but such places are common locations for monster nests.”

The drone soared over a dense coniferous forest. The start of the quarry was a stark line. The trees disappeared and became harshly cut stone.

“Watch carefully. It happens quickly.”

The camera suddenly went white and then died.

“If we go frame by frame, we see this.”

A blue humanoid wrapped in furs and wearing a mastodon-like skull as a helmet extended a hand and blasted the drone with an ice spell. The camera managed to capture just two frames of the monster, but even a little blurry, it was easy to identify.

“A second scouting drone, traveling far higher than the first, confirmed that this was a frost giant.”

The stream showed three humanoids, one smaller than the other two. Two ice-blue lizards accompanied them.

“This is the first documented sighting of frost giants outside of gates, and it is the first time giants of any type have been observed traveling with salamanders that appear to be pets. A single frost giant is an S-ranked encounter, and frost salamanders are upper A-ranked.”

The second drone was shot down too.

“Nuts, right?” Nathan asked, his eyes glued to the screen. “The crawl team ran, of course, and they sent out an emergency call for help. Apparently the U.S. and Canada are scrambling teams to help, but that’s twelve hours away in the very best case scenario. There are rainstorms moving through because it’s fall, and that’s going to cause some delays, it looks like.”

“Those giants have to be pre-satellite,” I said. “I don’t remember the last time an S-ranked gate in North America sat long enough to surge.”

“That’s what they’ve been saying on stream too,” Nathan replied. “They think the smaller one is a child, which makes it a frost giant family. No one has seen that happen before either.”

An S-ranked monster, when provoked, was on par with the power of a category five hurricane. If those giants continued south, Canada was in trouble. None of the crawlers manning the wild walls were prepared for a fight of this magnitude.

The commentary stopped abruptly and cut back to the livestream.

“They know we’re here,” one of the crawlers whispered in the dark.
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Immortality Comes With A Cost 





When the last stars vanish, so does he.

James wakes in a strange land and is branded an Omen on sight. He looks wrong to them, pale, bloodied, with darkness trailing in his wake, and the sentence is swift: exile or ritual death. A mountain tribe keeps him alive, not out of mercy, but because an omen is a useful weapon against the valley below.

To survive, James turns knowledge into leverage, building defenses, easing scarcity, and navigating the brutal politics of survival. But years pass, and whispers spread over how little he changes, how young he still looks. When a plague devastates the land, fear turns on him, and many decide the Omen brought it.

Then a new power appears in the plague’s wake.

James does not age and cannot follow that path like everyone else. If he wants the truth behind his immortality, he will have to seize power by other means. But what kind of man survives forever after an entire world learns to fear his face?















                

                The view from the scene stayed still and dark for the rest of the day. Commentators found endless opportunities for supplementary content, however, so the stream itself wasn’t all that quiet. The only interesting development was a rapid temperature change. Despite being a relatively warm fall day, the town of Livengood dipped into negatives, which prompted two hours of analysis on frostbite, its consequences, and how likely crawlers or the crew running the cameras were to suffer permanent injuries or die.

The consensus was that the crawlers had constitution scores high enough that frostbite was a non-issue. Several of the crew were high-level, but there were a few assistants in the mix who were probably just screwed.

Nathan and I fell asleep in the living room with the stream on. By the time I woke up for work Monday morning, the frost giants and their pet frost salamanders had passed by The Wilds: Alaska cast and crew, leaving a frozen hellscape in their wake. Every structure, tree, and pebble were encased in ice, six inches thick on any surface facing the path of the frost giants, like a wake behind a boat.

The monsters were on their way south, and three governments scrambled their best crawlers to respond.

Yes, three. A Japanese meteorologist ran a simulation of what a sudden sub-zero winter in North America would do to the polar jet stream, the Pacific Ocean, and, consequently, the country of Japan. That convinced the Japanese government that these frost giants were an existential threat to their way of life, so they joined the U.S. and Canada in responding to the threat.

The frost giants traveled an average of fifty miles per day. At that pace, they would reach the town of Brackendale, the nearest bastion of human civilization, in eleven more days. Then Vancouver was a short jaunt away. News stations tracked their progress twenty-four hours a day. Even children’s shows had a lower-thirds miniature map of the frost giants and their current locations.

This intensity kicked off sometime during my few hours of sleep, and it continued into the CDM offices. Several small television monitors appeared throughout the office, all tuned to the nonstop coverage of the frost giants.

When I logged in, I saw that my report on the werewolf gate murders had been updated, which meant someone else in the CDM added material. These notifications were standard and designed to keep all involved parties up-to-date on any developments.

An autopsy had concluded twenty minutes ago.

The crasher who fled the scene was found dead, like Grensmith predicted. More interestingly, though, he was identified as a member of a church community. It wasn’t the same community Chapman investigated, lending credence to the growing assumption that many, if not all, church communities were involved in gate crashing. This particular crasher was a pastor.

That was bad.

If the coroner had just pushed this to the system, the churches in the area weren’t likely to know that a crawler killed a man of God. Not yet, anyway. 

Grensmith wasn’t in his office. McDouglas wasn’t either. Same for Meyers.

Bracing myself, I knocked on Enforcer Chapman’s door.

“I’m busy,” she gruffed.

“I just got an update notification about one of my reports-”

“Make an appointment, Intern Enforcer Gray.”

“Ma’am,” I protested. “A crasher was killed yesterday by a party from the Iron Crawlers. He was a pastor.”

Her head jerked up. “How long ago was this?”

“The autopsy notes went in twenty minutes ago.”

“Level of violence?”

“He was missing an arm and bled to death on the side of the road,” I answered.

Chapman rubbed her eyes with both hands. “Good god. The doomers are going to go nuts.” Then, as if remembering where she was, she said, “Thank you. You’re dismissed.”

Truth be told, I was hoping for a more definitive “atta boy” response from her, but maybe this catch was a small step toward recovering her respect.

I had also hoped she would pull me into her response to that news, but that wasn’t to be. Chapman wanted me out of the way so she could get ahead of the outcry that would inevitably ensue. As soon as the churches got wind of this, they were going to be pissed. The Iron Crawlers, at a minimum, would get protested and vandalized. Terrorism among the churches was rare but not out of the question, so maybe they send Molotovs through the windows instead of bricks.

The crawlers would respond, of course, further escalating the conflict.

That was only the first identified victim, I realized. Soon, the public would learn who the other crashers were. None of them were children, but at least two–or what was left of them–looked to be Beth’s age when I bagged them up. Once those faces appeared on news broadcasts, anger could do nothing but grow.

Chapman wasn’t looping in her least favorite intern with updates, however, so I doubted I would hear anything new any time soon.

Work that day was an afterthought for most everyone in the office. Like me, they couldn’t help but let their attention drift to the nearest television screen. Whichever commentator was up for the hour didn’t have anything new to share, but it kept you in rapt attention. The idea that something new could come to light at any moment made it impossible to look away.

The only real updates we received were that high-level crawlers were amassing in an undisclosed location, preparing to fight the three frost giants and their two frost salamanders. Supposedly, they wanted fifty crawlers in total to be present for the battle. None of them were likely to be under level 25.

In a dungeon, parties of eight were the typical minimum for S-ranked boss battles, but ten was more the norm. Thirty to thirty-five crawlers would be sufficient if the encounter math was straightforward, but there was unanimous agreement that three frost giants coordinating with each other and their pets made the danger greater than the sum of its parts, so to speak.

The few dungeon frost giants that had been recorded were solo bosses. No one really knew what frost giants working together would look like, but it was sure to be awful.

When I finally got out of work, Beth sent me a message to say she wouldn’t be home for dinner, and she attached an image of her in a woodshop. There were bowframes in the background, it looked like.

“Where are you?” I asked.

“Jonathan bought me a bowyer lesson! He saw how much I liked it and surprised me.”

“You’re making a bow?”

“That’s what bowyers do. I thought you would know that.”

“Very funny.”

As far as the kind of guy Beth could have dated, Jonathan was pretty alright. Beth did seem interested in the process when we were in the craft hall, but she must have been more intrigued than I knew. And he supported that with a lesson. That quick.

Yeah, I could handle a guy like that dating my sister.

That night, I watched the livestream with Nathan and Megan. Like it was during the day, nothing of importance happened, but we didn’t want to risk missing something.

“They would attack the frost giants in daylight, right?” Megan asked.

“I’d think so,” I replied.

Nathan glanced up briefly before looking back at his phone. “Can human fire mages overpower that many frost monsters? That feels like an arm wrestling match rather than a strategy.”

“The fire versus ice thing is played out,” I agreed. “They could get the numbers, but trying to out-elemental a frost giant does seem like a tough way to go.”

Megan abruptly reached for the remote and switched streams.

“-are calling these incidents hate crimes ‘supported by government-sponsored disrespect of the constitutional right to have freedom of religion.’ Multiple denominations have come together to file a lawsuit against the Center for Dungeon Management. Church leaders argue that their religion requires they run gates, making the government’s control over dungeon access anti-religion and unconstitutional.”

Megan said, “The headlines I was reading about this say things like ‘Christianity sues the Center for Dungeon Management.’ As in the whole religion.”

A photo of a pastor appeared on the screen. The next photo was of his one-armed body covered in blood and mud. The caption beneath it read, “Crawlers targeting Christians?”

Called it. I knew those dead crashers would spark a response, but admittedly, I didn’t expect it to end up in a courtroom.

“Must feel like it’s following you,” Nathan mused. “That must suck.”

“What’s following Dorion?” Megan asked.

“The church,” I answered. “I escaped to the CDM, and now they’re coming after that.”

“Does it really feel that way?”

I shrugged. “Maybe not literally. It does find ways to reinsert itself into my life again and again. I want to opt out for good, but the universe won’t let me.”

“Sorry, Dor.”

“Don’t worry about it.”



Late that night, Beth proudly stood in the middle of the living room and presented a raw bow frame to Nathan and me. She smelled like sawdust.

“Apparently ‘board bows’ are where most beginners start,” she explained. “This is just a piece of lumber. Better bows are more complicated to make and use better quality staves, but learning to read the grain is a key skill for a bowyer. If you can’t do that, then your bows will always be inconsistent.”

She practically bounced around the room with excitement.

“For a board bow, it’s more about removing material than adding bend. Tillering–that’s the name for shaping wood–is a balance between bending and compression. A bow needs the right balance, or it will break.”

I ran my fingers along the frame. It was surprisingly refined for a first project. I passed it to Nathan.

“I don’t know shit about bows,” he said, “but this is pretty cool, Beth.”

Her smile got even bigger. “Dad never let me use his tools. I would have complained about it more if I knew it was this fun.”

“What made you decide to try it?” Nathan asked.

“Jonathan bought me a lesson,” she answered. “I don’t think I would have thought to do that for myself.”

Nathan nodded approvingly. “That’s a pretty solid boyfriend move.”

Beth bounced around the room. “I thought so too.”

She paused suddenly.

I leaned forward. “Beth?”

“Dor, listen… I really liked this. Every step of it. I liked looking at all the wood and choosing a piece. I liked all the tools, and I liked how careful the process was. I even liked sweeping up the shavings and sawdust. They reminded me of all the effort I just put in.”

“Why are you saying that like it’s bad news?”

“Because what if this is what I want to do?” she answered.

“Like for work?”

She nodded.

“Why would that be bad?”

Her head dropped. “I don’t know if there’s money in it, and I know that’s important to you.”

“Are you saying there’s not money in it?”

“I’m saying I don’t know.”

Trying to suppress a laugh, I said, “Well, I don’t fucking know either. I do know I can’t afford any of the bows on the market now, though. Someone is making money.”

“So you wouldn’t be mad if I chased this?”

“Of course not. See if you like it and figure out what that career path looks like. Then go from there.”

“Woodworkers can do pretty alright,” Nathan added. “I’ve done some side jobs where the client spent big bucks on custom trim and bookshelves. That’s not exactly making bows, but it’s craftsmanship. Kinda the same neighborhood.”

Beth listened intently. “Something like the carpenters’ union?”

“They do mostly structural work from what I’ve seen, like framing and such, but I don’t really know what exactly that world is like. Could introduce you to someone probably.”

“You would do that?”

“Sure, dude,” Nathan chuckled. “It’s not a big deal. Just say the word.”

She crossed the room and hugged Nathan. Then she crossed the room to hug me.

“You guys are the best.”

“For me, it’s selfish,” I said. “Maybe I could afford a decent bow if I had a family discount.”

“Who says I’m giving you a discount?”

            


Chapter 44: Damaging Company Property


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from marshalcarper
                        

                    

                    There's a Cane Toad documentary on HBO that's amazing.

 

I've been following this recommendation for a while, and you've probably seen me mention it before, but I need to give it another plug:
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Mythshaper [Reincarnation, Litrpg Adventure]





Reborn into a world shaped by ashen storms, brutal blizzards, and sword-wielding sorcerers, Arilyn must forge his own path.

Magic is abundant, spread far and wide by the realm-spanning Grand Spell. Even in the frail body of a newborn, Arilyn is rewarded with attributes, points, and power simply for stubborn hard work.

Yet not everything is as bright as it seems. Legends walk the land, and the Blight Lords are hell-bent on resurrecting the Old God.

None of this should have mattered to him, living on the fringe of the empire—until strange rumblings rise from the heart of the Candor Mountains.



What to Expect: 

•  [Reincarnation, Slow burn Progression Fantasy] 

•  [Slice of Life, Crafting, Spellcrafting, Training Montage, Weak to Strong]

•  [LitRPG elements, Detailed Magic system, Greek/Roman Empire-esque settings]

•  [Magic Academy, Eventually]

•  [Beast Companion?] 

•  [No harem]

 



Daily Uploads for this month.















                

                “These extremists put hardworking Americans in danger,” Crawler Martin Kielar said via selfie video. “We are a capitalist society where people have to earn their success. The demand for gates is high. The supply is low. That makes them valuable. It’s basic economics. If these churches want to run gates, I have no problem with that, but stop gate crashing and play by the rules like everyone else.”

I really needed to stop looking at my phone the moment I woke up.

The frost giants were still on the move, and nothing new had happened yet. No one officially confirmed it, but multiple people reported that the operation to slay the giants was set to start tomorrow. Nobody would name their sources, naturally, so it was hard to say if that was true or if this was a tactic to keep viewership numbers up.

My CDM email was uncharacteristically quiet. I thought for sure I’d get assigned to a security detail of some kind with tensions rising, but nope. Not a peep from any of the senior enforcers.

When I got to the office, Intern Enforcer Wilson had a theory for why our assignments were suddenly light but didn’t turn around to share it until I specifically requested that she explain.

“I’m glad you asked,” she said, sounding anything but glad. 

Her big glasses kept her curls out of her eyes, and the whole bunch seemed to bounce with every syllable she spoke.

“With the lawsuits underway, the CDM doesn’t want an intern’s mistake to make things worse,” she explained. “Mom and dad don’t trust us enough to leave us home alone without a babysitter. Never mind that the babysitter is just going to make out with the greasy kid from down the street.”

Wilson spun back to face her monitor. I didn’t follow up on whether or not the babysitter story was based on a real experience. It sounded like it was.

If interns were benched, maybe that would mean more chances at culling unclosed gates because more of the veterans were detailed to the field in our absence.

Look at me being optimistic. Frost giants were stomping toward civilization, and I was happy that I might earn some extra XP.

We interns were about to leave for lunch when Megan bumped my arm for me to wait. When the others had gone ahead, she spoke quietly.

“Have you looked at our view counts recently?”

“Umm… No, never, actually.”

She turned her phone screen to me. The video of our troll hunt had over a thousand views.

“I know that’s a lot for us,” I said, “but it’s not a lot in YouTube terms.”

“Still. It was like fifteen yesterday, and I assumed those were all us.”

“I haven’t really watched them.”

“Huh?”

I shrugged. “Watching the edit the day after is enough for me. It’s too weird watching myself. How often do you go back to the videos?”

Megan walked away from me, following the others. “We’re going to miss lunch.”

“Hey. How often?”

“I can’t hear you,” she answered, walking faster.

Laughing, I chased after.

At lunch, Nathan texted me.

“duuuuuuuuude! louis was spotted at the vancouver airport”

“Does that mean he’s part of the frost giant fight?”

“idk but def seems like it. people are psyched online”

“Makes sense for them to wait until tomorrow if crawlers from Europe are flying in.”

“at least if the world ends now it will be entertaining”

“There is that.”

A few seconds later, the rest of the interns exclaimed that LootLootLouis might join the frost giant battle. Not long after that, they started to debate whether the rumor that the fight was tomorrow was actually a misdirect. The battle would happen later today instead.

Round and round the “analysis” went for the rest of the day. Somehow, the unconfirmed news that something might happen could be stretched into hours of coverage.

That night, a little after 8 p.m., the CDM called to offer me a D-ranked gate. That was the earliest they ever contacted me on a workday, so maybe my theory about low culler numbers was correct. Regardless of the reason behind the opportunity, I jumped on it.

It ended up being my second squid gate. The first time I ran one of these, I was only level 2. In that run, my arrows felt ineffective. I’d bullseye an inker or a beaker, and they would keep coming. My arrows seemed like they had more weight now, like they flew with greater purpose.

That meant I actually contributed. 

The boss for that run could either be a giant slime or a giant inker, the version of squid that sprayed black ink to blind prey before beating it to death with its tentacles. This run was a giant inker, just like the first.

But I was so much faster now. I knew I needed to be careful not to push my standard-issue bow too far, but the speed boost from Momentum, which built every time one of my arrows hit the boss, was intoxicating. It felt like flooring the gas on an open highway. My senses sharpened. My focus deepened. Moving the bow was more like riding the power of my speed rather than directly controlling it.

I broke my bow.

The fight was about over at that point, but I still had to stand there doing nothing for several seconds. Pretty embarrassing.

It was an exceptional run for XP, though:

Dorion Carmino

Class: Archer

Level: 5

XP Progress: 1209/1600

Str: 6

Dex: 12

Con: 6

Int: 4

Cha: 3

Abilities:


	Piercing Shot



Traits: 


	Ranged Accuracy




	Improved Reload




	Sharpen




	Momentum



Spells: (none)

Level 6 was within reach. If I had another run this good, I’d be there. Whichever quartermaster was on duty was going to give me so much shit about my bow, though.



No one did any real work the next day. Not just the CDM, nearly everyone in the city was preoccupied with the upcoming frost giant battle. 

Bartenders, however, were busier than ever. Since Beth couldn’t be home to watch the battle with us, we went to her. The unofficial start time for the frost giant hunt was 9 p.m. ET. I say unofficially because the time was widely known by the general public without any government confirming or denying it. A few people theorized that The Wilds: Alaska leaked the operation details to jack up viewership, but no one ever proved that.

Nathan, Megan, and Jonathan joined me in watching coverage from a booth at Milly’s.

Jonathan wasn’t in the mood to drink, so he got to watch the three of us progressively get more and more shitfaced. 

In the lead-up to the battle, the coverage reviewed all of the crawlers who were confirmed to be participating in the hunt. Unsurprisingly, the bulk of the fifty-plus crawlers were accomplished casters. Perplexing most everyone, however, was a distinct lack of fire magic specialists. That spawned all sorts of debates about why notable crawlers with those skills were absent. There were some fire specialists, to be clear, but everyone expected an army of them.

Perhaps those crawlers withheld support in protest of American and Canadian governments. Exactly one of those specialists expressed vague support for the churches suing the CDM, but the soundbite was enough to spark a sprawling theory that all fire magic specialists were protesting on behalf of the church communities.

The other popular theory was gross ineptitude on the part of the governments planning the battle. Their unknown plan for the fight was clearly doomed to fail because of its obvious flaws.

I looked around for Enforcer McDouglas. He said he was a regular here, so I hoped he might be present to weigh in. He wasn’t, though.

When the coverage cut to some YouTube-style highlight countdown of internet clips, I pulled out my phone and scrolled, searching for any news I hadn’t heard already.

A small foot kicked me under the table. It was Megan, but her strike was more of a blind flail. Her eyes were locked on the screen behind the bar. The footage was paused at an exceptionally blurry moment and seemed to be the number one entry in a top ten countdown for something. I didn’t know what.

“If you weren’t keeping up, they’re trapped now,” a voiceover said. “They’re on the third floor, and the two trolls are blocking the only exits. You won’t believe how they get out of this.”

The footage resumed, and I saw myself spinning the gas tap on a lab bench. A moment later, I broke the gas pipe along the wall, which I watched from Megan’s perspective at first but then cut to my view for when it finally came loose.

I slid into the classroom with Megan and shut the flare in the door–pull cord on my side, the body of the flare on the other.

The video paused again.

“Not all of you did well in high school science, so let me interrupt to explain what’s happened here. Those valves on the benches release gas for bunsen burners and other science-y stuff. That broken pipe was the gas line, and that little tube shut in the door was a flare. Is the math mathing for you yet?”

The video started to play. 

The screen shook. When a clear view returned, the room next door was on fire, and the trolls were in a panic.

The commentator interrupted again. Why was this talk-show format the standard for content now? Just let us watch the fight!

“That, folks, was an explosion. Trolls are weak against fire, so this is good for the crawlers, but don’t get too excited. It doesn’t go exactly as planned.”

The sprinklers kicked on. We stabbed the first troll, killed it with flares, and then watched from Megan’s perspective as my bow broke, at which point she jumped out the third-story window to land on the troll. The stream replayed that moment five times over.

Two commentators appeared on screen. “People sleep on wild monster hunting, but you’ll never see action like that in a dungeon. I get that the meta for crawl streams is dungeons, so that’s what everyone does, but why is that the meta? Who decided that? I don’t think wild monster hunting ever got a fair chance to go mainstream. Those videos are all proof that was a mistake. Subscribe to our channel for more top 10 crawler highlights!”

My phone buzzed. Megan had texted me a screenshot of our view count.

We were over four hundred thousand.

When I looked up, she stared at me, wide-eyed. I didn’t immediately see any emotion except for shock. Was she upset or happy about this? Maybe she didn’t know yet.

I didn’t know yet either, I realized. 

“Dorion,” she said carefully, “can I speak to you outside?”

Jonathan looked around the table suspiciously. He wasn’t blind. He wasn’t an idiot. And I was willing to bet I did a worse job than Megan at hiding my reaction to that specific video. Of us all, Beth did the absolute worst. Her jaw was practically on the bar as she stared in our direction. She was one of the first people to have ever seen that video and was flabbergasted to see it on a television in a bar.

Nathan, however, played it cool. He kept watching television and sipping beer like he had been doing all night.

A few moments later and a little ways down the street, Megan turned to me.

“What do we do?!” she hissed.

“About what? I think you did a good job of hiding our identities.”

“No, what do we do with the opportunity? We’re going to get ad revenue from this at a minimum, but isn’t this the part where influencers double down and make a career out of content?”

I raised my hands. “Take it slow. You think the opportunity is that big?”

“Put ‘Dungeon Divas’ into search.”

I did. Several news sites turned the video into a story, and more than a few articles debated our potential identities.

“I wish we would have chosen something other than ‘Dungeon Divas’ now,” I said.

“People love it.”

“Okay, so say there’s something here, what’s the move? Sell t-shirts?”

Megan shrugged. “I don’t know the playbook for this. Did our CDM contracts say anything about second jobs or income sources or media appearances?”

“Didn’t you read it?”

“Did you?”

“...No.”

“That’s the first thing we check,” she said. “If we aren’t allowed to do this and be CDM, then we’re going to have to talk about quitting the agency.”

“Easy, easy. Let’s not jump too far into the future here. I agree with you that checking our contracts first is a good idea. Now, the way my life works, the frost giant fight started the second we left the bar. If we don’t want to miss all of it, we should get back.”

“Is it too late to change the name of our channel?” I asked on our way inside.

Megan laughed. “It is most definitely way too late. You’re officially a Dungeon Diva.”

            


Chapter 45: Brand Collaborations


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from marshalcarper
                        

                    

                    Only have a shoutout for you today. By now, you can probably tell that I dig martial combat, so if something is about soldiers, I tend to give it a try. You should too:
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Second Life as a Soldier





He died a nobody.

Now he’s reborn in a body beaten and left for dead, no family, no food, no future.

In the Kingdom of Avalon, strength isn’t just respected, it’s survival. Power is ranked by Tiers, magic is earned through blood and elemental affinity, and those without talent are nothing more than fodder for war.

Edward has neither noble blood nor rare talent. What he does have is an iron will, a sharp mind, and the stubborn refusal to stay down. Desperate for food, shelter, and a second chance, he enlists in the Royal Army, trading the uncertainty of the streets for the grueling discipline of military life.

But the army is no place for the weak. Training is brutal, resources are scarce, and every recruit is just one mistake away from the grave. Here, camaraderie is forged in hardship, tactics matter as much as raw strength, and survival demands more than swinging a sword, it demands learning, adapting, and enduring.

The road ahead is long and unforgiving. Yet with each step, Edward edges closer to something greater, growth, purpose, and perhaps a place in a kingdom that would rather see him buried than crowned.

Rise… or be forgotten.



What to expect:

  ~Slow-paced progression

  ~Non-OP

  ~Military focus

  ~Gritty, grounded tone

  ~No harem

  ~Detailed worldbuilding

  ~Coming-of-age journey

  ~Kingdom building (later in the story)















                

                The frost giants and their two frost salamanders took the path of least resistance south, which meant following the old roads and highways that human civilization had left behind. AK-3, in this case, ran parallel to the dangling ponytail of what used to be the borders for the state of Alaska. This detail wasn’t released until after the encounter, but the battle took place near a valley called Rainy Hollow at the narrowest point between Mount Seltat and the skirt of Mount Bigger.

Where most of the route was flanked by dense forest on either side, this particular stretch was rocky scrubland with bare mountains on either side. Before the frost giants arrived, the scene looked like a road running between two piles of coal waste–dark, gritty peaks of loose-looking rock. By the time the frost giants arrived, the bottom of the Rainy Hollow valley was frozen, covering what little green there was with over six inches of solid ice.

Most streams and news stations advertised a 9 p.m. ET battle time, but the frost giants didn’t get the memo. They approached Rainy Hollow around 10:45 p.m. ET, which was 7:45 p.m. PT there.

The Southside of Pittsburgh was the quietest I had ever seen it. The streets were deserted. The ever-present dull grumble of highway traffic was gone. Everyone was glued to their televisions, and I imagined that was the case for most of the country, if not the entire world. If the frost giants weren’t stopped here, they would almost certainly blow through the Canadian border with little trouble.

Nathan leaned forward, his face in his hands. Megan sat next to him, biting her nails and bouncing her leg. Beth, another bartender, a barback, and three people from the kitchen stood behind the bar, their necks bent backward to see the televisions overhead. I wanted to pace, but Milly’s was too busy for that, so I covered my mouth with my hands and tried to calm my heart.

We had two angles of the impending battle. One was a distant zoom of the giants stomping through the wilderness, most of their bodies obscured by swirling snow, cutting a bright white line through the dark green of the north. The few journalists privy to the location of the battle weren’t permitted to get any closer than that for fear of aggravating the monsters.

Our second angle was drone footage from behind a group of crawlers waiting in formation on the road through Rainy Hollow. The government hadn’t released specifics of which crawlers were where, but commentators could ID most of them. Everyone there was high-level, making them known celebrities by default.

LootLootLouis was in a new suit of lime green platemail. As a spellsword, armor penalties were a delicate balance, and this getup worked around that by not being physical armor. The platemail was actually conjured by enchanted clothing he wore, and it was semi-transparent when you looked closely. He still had his trademark dreadlocks, but they were bundled up beneath a few layers of protective covering.

Valcuree, one of the original participating crawlers for The Wilds: Alaska stood next to Louis in comparatively subdued attire. She usually wore a red bodysuit, but today she wore a parka and snow pants. Her sword, the $10 million weapon that impressed Beth when she first started watching the show, was sheathed at her hip. 

Made from Angel Tungsten, an exceptionally rare metal only found in upper-ranked dungeon gates, the sword itself was impossibly sharp and nigh indestructible. Valuable in its own right, Valcuree’s sword also had the “Inversion” enchantment, which was especially useful against monsters with elemental properties. Essentially, the sword took on the opposite element of what it hit, so if her sword struck a frost giant or salamander, the enchantment would deliver fire damage.

Anticipating subzero temperatures, every crawler present was wrapped head to toe in a sort of wetsuit that left only a small slit for their noses. Their mouths were covered entirely, and their eyes were covered in high-performance goggles, like something snowboarders might wear. I suspected that the main job for the white mages would be barriers and frost protection, and I imagined that all of the crawlers were kitted out with Resist Frost enchantments as well.

On top of their gear, all crawlers wore high-visibility vests and belts with blinking red and yellow lights in anticipation of the snow and fog expected to be a part of this battle. Any opportunity to protect crawlers from friendly fire, even if a few lights wouldn’t do all that much, was worth the effort. 

Louis and Valcuree were among six defenders and three spellswords comprising a frontline for five fire mages, four white mages, and three wind mages. One of those fire mages was Hifumi Kato, Japan’s top crawler. His look was usually the suit and tie of a classic Japanese salaryman with the addition of a spellbook under his arm. In normal circumstances, that gave him a stylized everyman quality when he crawled, but the full-body cold gear beneath it now made him look more like a dressed mannequin than a person.

Kato always ended up in highlight reels because of the two fire spells he used most often. One looked like giant dragons of flame bursting forth to obliterate his enemies, and the other spell summoned oni made of lava the size of ogres.

Joining Kato was Billy Blaze, an American crawler from Arizona. Blaze usually wore military-styled boots, pants, and a utility jacket, but instead of a camo pattern, it was all black save for a laughing, flaming skull patch on his back.

Behind the party of crawlers were three humvees with spiked tires and four ATVs similarly outfitted for icy conditions. The drivers of all those vehicles looked like standard military, but they likely had more than a few levels. If they were there to give this party the mobility to flee something as large as a frost giant, it would be silly to send a level 1 into a situation with that much danger. Most countries took soldiers into the Wilds to level on the gates there, so nearly every soldier in the world was at least level 10, but these soldiers were likely between 15 and 20.

That sounds low for an encounter like this, but the gates appeared amidst fears of nuclear proliferation at the very end of the worst war humanity had ever seen. In other words, nations around the world were keenly aware that if the world went to war with nuclear bombs or with crawlers, there wouldn’t be a world left, no matter who won.

The Geneva Conventions were comprised of five agreements to protect non-combatants in wartime. The first three covered the treatment of soldiers and sailors who were wounded, sick, or captured. The fourth addressed civilians, and the fifth was the agreement that no country would create or maintain weapons of mass destruction. No nuclear arms. And soldiers over level 10 were prohibited from engaging humans. Nations could maintain high-level assets for gate management, but those assets were not to be used in human conflicts.

It was broadly believed that no country actually followed these agreements and therefore had super soldiers tucked away for a rainy day, but a couple of frost giants wasn’t enough to convince Canada, the US, or Japan to reveal their secret stashes of upper-ranked apocalypse-bringers. Those were technically legal if all they did was close gates, but revealing a unique asset in one setting made it harder to hide in another.

From the social leaks, we knew a few other crawlers were expected to be there, like Rockelly from Seattle and Kenny “the Cannon” from Montreal.

Rockelly was an earth magic specialist, and while she wasn’t the most exciting streamer to watch, she was incredibly active in charity construction projects and often aided the Army Corps of Engineers if she was available. The Cannon, meanwhile, was a power spellbow hybrid. His most powerful shots needed a full thirty seconds to charge–an eternity in a combat situation–but the result was like something an armament on a battleship would deliver.

Neither of those crawlers were visible, nor were several others believed to be participating.

“That party looks too small,” Jonathan observed, whispering as though we were in church.

“They probably have a multi-phase plan,” Megan guessed. The rest of us nodded that we agreed.

Still, we were curious what that would be.

“I’m not over how few fire mages they have,” Nathan said. “I hope that plan is a good one.”

When the frost giants came into view, their colossal forms emerging from a flurry of white, my stomach tightened, and my breath stopped. The patriarch had an axe with a blade as wide as a basketball court is long over his shoulder and scalemail armor made of blue ice. His rigid beard was a blanket of snow over long icicles. 

The matriarch was slightly smaller and carried a club. The third giant, their presumed son, was almost as tall as the matriarch. He had an axe a bit smaller than his father's.

Even now, my mind struggles to both comprehend and communicate the scale of these monsters. Whenever I’m in downtown Pittsburgh, I like to look up and appreciate the grandeur of the skyscrapers. From the sidewalk, they towered over me, too big to properly comprehend. The frost giants felt like that but with a crushing sense of impending doom. Man was not meant to fight creatures like this. We were too small and too fragile.

The frost salamanders walking to either side of the giants resembled white iguanas. Spikes of blue protruded around their necks like manes on a lion, and several smaller blue spikes dotted the scales down their bodies. Analysts likened their girth to nine railroad cars bundled together, and their length from nose to tail was equivalent to five tractor trailers.

For the first time, the commentators who hadn’t stopped talking since the moment the giants were discovered finally shut up. The stream was perfectly quiet as the crawlers–and the rest of the world–watched the monsters stomping toward them through Rainy Hollow.

A surge of white suddenly filled the screen, blasting toward the party. In the corner of the stream, a temperature gauge popped up. We watched it freefall from 70 degrees Fahrenheit to -20 in seconds. Magic barriers went up as spears of ice rocketed out of the flurry, every impact sounding like a car crash.

The wind mages pushed a gale through the valley. As they fought back the snow, revealing the battlefield once again, the frost salamanders, now surrounded by ice elementals, ran toward the crawlers. The elementals had humanoid torsos with arms of ice while their lower bodies were like white tornadoes. Discerning their shape against the backdrop of snow was difficult, but I estimated thirty to forty of them moving through the valley.

Balls, columns, whirlwinds, and dragons of fire scorched across the valley as the fire mages unloaded on the ice elementals. 

An explosion of orange struck the head of one salamander, followed by a sonic boom a full second later. That was one of the Cannon’s arrows, fired from somewhere well behind the frontline. The blast peeled the skin off the left side of the salamander’s face. It didn’t go down, but it was gravely wounded. It stumbled before charging even more swiftly, enraged by the attack, using the last of its strength to seek revenge.

Balls of ice as big as our apartment soared down from above. The giants were obscured completely by their blizzard, but they were casting. I wondered in that moment if frost giants had an ability that allowed them to see through snow. Probably did.

The wind mages and white mages blocked most of those projectiles, but one slipped through and crushed a humvee and two ATVs. They disappeared instantly beneath the mass. If you hadn’t seen the people there a second before, you wouldn’t know they were underneath.

The whole of the valley quaked, and the camera cut to the most distant view of the battle. Two lines of explosion ripped across the mountains on either side of AK-3. The flashes and the speed of the timing suggested these were controlled blasts, like you might see wiring a building scheduled to be demolished. 

Confused, the giants paused their advance, glancing about at the dirty cloud now surrounding them.

Boulders hurled out of the dust, looking like baseballs in comparison to the size of the giants. They raised their arms to block, and more charges went off, this time alongside the road, far closer to the monsters.

“That’s what all the earth mages were for,” Nathan mused.

A torrent of stone and dirt bombarded the giants as the sides of the mountains slopped off into massive rockslides, propelled by gravity and the push of powerful earth magic. Soon, the giants were obscured entirely by clouds of dirt. Spears of ice and sprays of freezing air shot out of the cloud, but they didn’t seem deliberately aimed. These were blind shots the giants hoped hit the crawlers hiding in the mountains. The impacts looked like missile strikes, impossible to survive, even for high-level crawlers.

While the fire mages turned their attention to the totally healthy frost salamander, three spellswords and three defenders broke formation to intercept the wounded salamander bearing down on the party, Louis among them. The camera cut to his view. With his hand, he sprayed fire, a dense line like that of a flamethrower, and burst with super speed to flank one side of the salamander while Valcuree and the third spellsword flanked the other. Only one defender followed Louis.

The moment the salamander turned away from Louis to deal with the other crawlers, a blur of speed rocketed him at the white lizard. His sword burst into flames, and with one swing, he cut an arc of fire along the side of the monster’s body, the blade seeming to extend impossibly long to strike.

The salamander shrieked and breathed what looked like blue fire at Louis and his defender. Louis dove behind his ally’s summoned barrier as they were both engulfed in the blue fire. When it cleared, a small mountain of ice stood where the crawlers were a moment ago.

“He’s okay. He’s okay,” Nathan repeated to himself. 

A glow from inside the ice grew in intensity, and Louis smashed through his frozen prison. The salamander, seeming to assume those crawlers were dead, devoted its attention entirely to the other two spellswords and their two defenders. Louis leapt onto the monster’s back, cut a gouge near its spine, and then stabbed his sword straight down.

While the salamander thrashed to shake Louis loose, he held onto his sword with one hand and punched the other into the open wound. 

“He’s pumping fire magic right now,” Megan explained to Jonathan. “See the steam surrounding him? He’s cooking it alive from the inside, basically.”

Meanwhile, the other salamander was nearly cooked alive from the outside. A barrage of fireballs joined the slithering forms of dragons wrapping the body of the monster like constrictor snakes. Two burning oni leapt in and out with red spears, sinking deep thrusts and disappearing before the salamander could reach them with a strike. Another one of the Cannon’s arrows boomed as it exposed the salamander’s ribs in a spray of meat.

A loud horn cut through the chaos. 

The dust around the giants had settled enough that they were visible again. The female frost giant was trapped beneath rubble. She was alive and struggling to push rocks off her chest. She wasn’t entirely pinned, but she was downed at least. The male frost giant shielded his son with one arm and continued to coat the mountains around Rainy Hollow with thick ice and craters from orbs and spears of ice. The dirt and stone continued to pile up. He was nearly buried up to his waist.

Though he and his son managed to stay mobile, kicking away boulders and yanking free of dirt, they weren’t keeping up with the earth mage deluge.

A plane appeared on stream, speeding toward the giants with a bucket dangling beneath, like what you would see during a forest fire. In that context, the plane would dip low, drag the “Super Scooper” across a lake, and then dump it on the fire.

The bucket spilled a thick slurry, like rusty mud, onto the giants, and a second plane sped in from another angle. It too dumped its bucket, but the younger frost giant blasted it out of the sky with a stream of icy stones as it flew away. A third plane was about to dump its bucket, and the matriarch, still on her back, shot it out of the sky with a spear of conjured ice.

The plane erupted in a fireball, an explosion far too large for a single plane.

Then it hit me. I knew what was in the bucket.

“They’re dumping an accelerant or something,” I said.

“Huh?” Nathan grunted, sparing me a quick glance.

“Watch.”

The fire mages focused all of their spells on the giants while the earth mages continued to throw mountains at the monsters. The visibility was total shit. Other than a few spells of blue and white bursting out of the dirt and fire, we couldn’t see what was happening.

But we could hear the roars of humanoids burning alive, even through the noise of the crushing rock and the crackling inferno. In the days after the battle, we would learn that this slurry was Thermite-Sol, a highly flammable material suspended in a sort of gel. A thermite reaction is hotter than molten lava from a volcano, by the way.

A form emerged from the chaos and fled the way the giants had come. The younger frost giant dragged a broken leg, carving a deep trench in the dirt and snow as he went. Half of his body was on fire, billowing black smoke.

None of the crawlers shifted their focus. They continued to pour their magic onto the other two giants. 

“Why are they letting it run?” Jonathan asked.

“They want to be sure the biggest two are dead,” Megan answered.

The stream returned to the view of the distant camera. The younger giant was running toward a small lake on the northern side of Rainy Hollow when one of Kenny’s arrows blew through its left shoulder, exploding that arm into pieces. The giant went from a frantic hobble to a determined drag where every step took focus and effort. Then it fell face-first, three of its steps short of the water. Other than a few twitches, it didn’t move again.

The horn blared again, and all of the other crawlers stopped attacking and casting. The wind mages sent a gust forward to clear away the dust and foggy steam that now filled the valley.

One of the matriarch’s arms stuck straight up out of the blackened rock, as if reaching for help. The patriarch looked as if it too had attempted to flee, but it didn’t get farther than falling in the direction the younger giant ran, most of its body buried beneath charred rubble.

The whole city of Pittsburgh cheered. You could hear it echoing down the street in every direction. The threat was eliminated. The frost giants had been stopped from reaching civilization.

“Remember when I said trying to overwhelm ice giants with fire would be tough?” Nathan asked. “I guess I was right, but I didn’t see the earth strategy coming. Like dude, that must have been the world’s largest earthen oven. Straight up cooked them.”

Our smiles and shouts died down when we saw casualty totals appear on screen. At the time, only seven were confirmed, two of which were in the plane that got shot down. Several other crawlers and military were missing, however. 

The search lasted another five hours before the total was in. Two spellswords, one fire mage, four earth mages, seventeen military–eleven Canadian and six American–died in the fight.

As the celebration at Milly’s continued around us, Megan leaned toward me and asked softly, “Can you imagine having to arrest one of those crawlers?”

“From the stream, you mean?”

She nodded.

“I can imagine it going very badly.”

“What happens if a crawler like that is pegged for CKing? Who the hell could enforce any sort of punishment on them?”

I shrugged. “At that point, it’s probably more like negotiating with a nation-state. Impose sanctions? Freeze assets? Bar them from entering certain countries? You got me.”

“Theo Kabuga was, what, level 22? His main force were all level 10s and higher. They wiped out over a million people before the UN stopped them.”

Kabuga was one of the masterminds behind the Rwandan Genocide of the mid-90s. Together with his allies, they overthrew the government, assassinated the president, and began hunting Tutsis, very few of whom were over level 1. It wasn’t the only example of a crawler-led bloodbath, but it was the most recent. 

“Yeah, that sounds right,” I replied, unsure of what else to say. 

She looked back up at the stream, the screens mostly obscured by the jumping, cheering crowd. “Maybe it’s good that we have things like frost giants to keep crawlers busy.”
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Starry-Eyed Hero

by QuiteTheSlacker



Ten year old Astra has always dreamed of reaching the stars.

As a humble farm boy living in the countryside, Astra's been surrounded by forests and flowing rivers his entire life. It's a routine full of family fun, community, and good ol' hard work... but sometimes, he'd lay on the grass at night and gaze out toward those bright stars above.

He'd reach out with his hands, and he felt a yearning to see them: to form a bond crossed in starlight, regardless of the vast space between. Thus was a wish sent to the cosmos. One day, he too would shine just as bright.

That opportunity would soon come in the form of a galaxy-wide competition for the chance to enter the most prestigious school in the milky way, Excelsior Academy, where noble children from the kingdoms of the Twelve Constellations are raised to become leaders, trailblazers, and most importantly warriors against meteoric monsters from beyond the universe. The encroaching slither of the Constellars.

Astra doesn't have a special bloodline, belong to a royal house, nor is he the chosen one. But against all these kids with powerful backgrounds and fated destinies, Astra has only one wish.

To shine bright as a starry-eyed hero.



 Read Now


                

                While most of the world was watching the frost giant battle, crawlers in Pennsylvania were organizing.

The next morning, a very hungover CDM office paused their work to watch an impromptu press conference called by the Iron Crawlers. With all of the extra monitors still out from the frost giant crisis, we all had a good view. Standing in front of the Mister Rogers statue on the North Shore of the city–an odd choice, I felt–the president of the Iron Crawlers straightened his suit jacket and gave reporters a moment to take photos of him standing stoically at his podium.

“Last night, the world saw how vital crawlers are to the survival of the human race. Brave men and women do that job every day. Most of them aren’t celebrities. They’re working-class people who devote their lives to closing dungeon gates. Without them, our cities would be overrun within days.

“As you may know, the Iron Crawlers recently suffered a great loss. A whole party was brutally murdered in a dungeon gate by an extremist organization. Now these same extremists are suing the government to take jobs away from the same types of people they killed, so they can make themselves even more powerful and more dangerous.

“That is why we are taking action. Multiple guilds and teams have come together to jointly file suit against the Center for Dungeon Management. Not only must they keep gate access free and fair, driven by the capitalist principles that have made this country great, they must do more to protect the crawlers who risk so much to protect their neighbors. We call on all citizens to join us in this fight. We’re in this together, and we can’t keep the country safe without your help.”

Looking around the office, I saw either blank stares or faces in hands. The CDM already had the church lawsuit to contend with, and the crawlers deciding that their counterattack to the church was also to sue the CDM exponentially complicated the issue.

All the people around me at work? They just wanted to do their jobs and go home. No matter how these lawsuits turned out, no aspect of the CDM’s operations would get easier. New complaints meant new policies, and those policies would get haphazardly tacked onto the old policies. More rules to follow. More procedures to mind.

I had only been here for a few months and had seen the way bureaucracy churned. Enduring that for a decade or more, like most of the enforcers had? Soul-crushing.

“That was smart timing,” Loman, the newest intern, said, breaking the silence in the cube. His topknot glistened beneath the fluorescent office lights. “Nothing like a near-disaster from a bunch of S-ranked monsters to make people appreciate the value of crawlers.”

“Buddy of mine is in D.C.,” Wilson added, “and he says senators are asking why the CDM wasn’t aware of the frost giant threat earlier. If a dumb reality show hadn’t found them, how many people would have been killed before we scrambled a response?”

“But the CDM is only responsible for gates within the United States,” Megan replied. “That’s literally not our job.”

“I didn’t say the senators were smart.”

“And didn’t they just cut the budget for NASA? They want more satellites and more people to mind them but are subtracting money instead of adding it?”

Wilson shrugged. “Again, didn’t say smart.”

“I wouldn’t hate the CDM going international,” Megan said. “We might get more runs that aren’t E-gates that way.”

“For no XP.”

Megan shrugged. “You don’t think the adventure would make up for it? Surface hunts are so much more exciting.”

Loman turned to Megan with an eyebrow raised.

“They seem more exciting, I mean.”

Wilson scoffed. “No XP. No loot. Way more danger. Nah, I’ll pass on risking my life to make Canada’s backyard safer.”

“I’m with her,” Black said, his huge shoulders hunched over his little keyboard. “Gray’s been awfully quiet about this.”

“If the pay was fair, I agree with Megan,” I replied. “I’d rather clean out a goblin nest than get stuck doing Roach Runs.”

Everyone in the intern cube shivered involuntarily at the mention of Roach Runs. Even me, and I was the one who said it.

I got a text message just then. It read:

“The Lord is testing all of us, and my own son is working in Satan’s name to make this world his hell. It’s not too late. Pastor Bill always said you could stop in your tracks and repent, no matter how far off the path you were.”

As far as I knew, my parents didn’t have Beth’s cellphone number. She was on my plan, which made me wonder if I could block them preemptively without Beth ever knowing and spare her these random potshots. If she found out I did that, however, she would be angry. Yes, she was my little sister, but she was also an adult on her own in the world. It wasn’t my place to make a decision like that without her knowing.

Even if it was in her best interest, just a big brother trying to protect his little sister from unnecessary heartache.

Megan caught my eye when I looked up from my phone. Her face bore the question, “Hey, are you okay?”

I nodded that I was fine.

When the end of the day came around, Wilson pointed something out that made us all uneasy: the CDM never acknowledged the frost giants or the new lawsuit from the Iron Crawlers. No agency-wide emails. No rumors of a response plan. Not even a reminder that we were all under non-disclosure agreements and duty-bound to not talk about our work with the public.

That last message in particular was a weekly occurrence under normal circumstances. Any notable piece of crawler news or any exceptional citation triggered a mass email about confidentiality.

When we found the blight slimes in the back of that truck, for example, we all got an email about the dangers of sharing the value of the seizure openly: more crawlers would be motivated to do illegal harvests when they realized how much money could be made.

But today, the CDM was quiet.



“I’ve been doing my research,” Beth said at the kitchen table with me and Nathan that evening. “Breaking into being a bowyer is pretty tricky.”

“How so?” I asked.

“Apprenticeships are really hard to get, and a lot of the working pros were mostly self-taught. YouTube videos, books, trial and error.”

Nathan frowned. “Yeah, sorry, Beth. I don’t think we can fit a woodshop in the apartment.”

“There are a couple co-ops in the city that share equipment,” she replied. “I don’t know exactly how that works, but I have a call tomorrow with one on the North Shore. Maybe it won’t be too expensive. And maybe someone would teach me how to run the machines.”

“I don’t know any bowyers, but I could definitely find you someone who knows their way around woodworking tools,” Nathan offered. “An accident with those kinds of things isn’t very forgiving, so at the very least, you’d know what not to do while you figure out the rest.”

“I might take you up on that.”

“Say the word, dude, and it’s done.”

“Are you YouTube rich yet?” Beth asked, turning to look at me.

I answered, “Megan said the reporting is a day or so behind, so we might know something tonight, but she’s got the bank info all set up. Apparently, something like $2,000 is normal for every one million views.”

“And you’ve got a million and a half.”

“Yep. That might not sound like a lot of money, but man, even an extra $500 would go a long way.”

Nathan smirked. “Did you tell Beth what kind of messages you guys have been getting?”

I sighed. “Calling the channel ‘Dungeon Divas’ has given people the idea that we’re both women, so there’s a deluge of dick pics and demands that we ‘show more’ of ourselves in between runs.”

Beth cackled.

“I keep telling Dor it’s a compliment,” Nathan said. “A non-zero amount of people looked at him on video and thought, ‘Damn, I’d like to see that woman naked.’”

Beth laughed harder.

I shrugged. “He wants to act like it bothers me, but it doesn’t. It’s better if the CDM never connects Megan and me to the videos.”

“So being mistaken for a woman is good for your cover.”

“Yes.”

“What happens when you get a sponsorship?”

I cocked my head. “Huh?”

Beth grinned. “I’m just saying. You could get a makeup sponsorship or something like that.”

Nathan pointed a fork at me. “Remember Gina Jordan?”

“She’s a drag queen we know from college,” I explained to Beth.

Nodding, Nathan continued. “She had a saying: ‘Cover Girl can’t cover boy.’”

Beth looked at Nathan. Then at me. Then back at Nathan. “What are we even talking about right now?”

“I’m saying,” Nathan replied, “that it’s going to be harder than you think to make Dorion look good in makeup.”

“How did you meet this person?”

“She always hosted this one fundraiser each year. Sold out without fail.”

“Anyway,” I said, attempting to regain control of the conversation. “I don’t see us having to worry about sponsorships. Wild monster hunting is still pretty damn niche. One viral video doesn’t change that.”

Holding up a finger, I answered a call for a CDM gate.

“An E gate needs cullers by 11:45 p.m. Are you available?”

“Yes,” I said, happy to have a way out of this conversation.

“Thank you for your service. I am texting you the address now.”

I put down my phone. “Sorry, guys. I have to go.”



The CDM quartermaster told me my third bow was the last bow I would get for free from the agency. If I broke this one too, I had to replace or repair it with my own money. They said something similar about the previous broken bow, but I suspected this warning was serious.

That was fair on their part, honestly. The bow was basic, but no dungeon-ready gear was cheap. Some items cost less than others, but a single bow should last me two years or so, depending on how hard I was on it. One bow a month was not sustainable.

I was never in danger of breaking my bow on that E gate run, however. It was a dinky vermin dungeon, and I only walked out with 57 more XP. When I checked my progress, I groaned involuntarily:

XP Progress: 1256/1600

Earning so little XP was still making me feel sour when I got up for work the next morning. On my drive in, Megan texted me a link to a news story, and I let the audio play through my car speakers.

“French officials have long known that the famed catacombs of Paris were hotbeds for wild monsters, but ongoing prevention protocols were believed to have been effective. A little after 4 a.m. CET this morning, goblins broke through the basement wall of a Saint-Germain-des-Prés home and swarmed the streets.

“Nine victims are confirmed dead, and five people are still missing. Citizens are demanding answers, and they are not accepting the explanation that this particular part of the catacombs was unknown and unmapped. Many city officials believe the outcry is so great that rioting is imminent.”

When I spotted Megan in the parking garage, I asked her why that story in particular stuck out to her.

“How amazing would it be to hunt goblins in the Paris catacombs?” she asked.

“Uhh… Sounds a little terrifying. Don’t people get lost down there and starve to death?”

“So? You don’t think people would watch that? We should pay attention to these opportunities.”

“To go to Paris and starve to death? I’m confused.”

“I have a good feeling about the channel,” she explained. “I know that sounds like wishful thinking, but we should be open-minded. If this isn’t the ticket to a crawler career, I’d rather know that because we tried and failed. Does that make sense?”

“Yes, it does. You’re right. I need to be open-minded.”

“Thanks, Dor.”

Around lunch, which that day was ten minutes with my head on my desk and my eyes closed hoping for a little sleep, Grensmith knocked on the cubicle wall.

“Everyone in the conference room,” he said. “Someone just firebombed the Iron Crawlers.”
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                Grensmith and I were on hour five of an eight-hour surveillance shift.

“Has anything like this happened before?” I asked.

He wobbled his head. “This exact scenario, no. Monitoring crawlers who might do something stupid isn’t novel. You probably remember the bike path murder a few years back, right?”

“Yeah. College kid was beaten to death.”

“College kid had a crawler father. We followed him for two or three months to discourage him from getting payback. Any potential suspect was in danger, we believed.”

“I didn’t know that part of the story,” I admitted.

“Most people don’t. Broadcasting how concerned we get about high-level crawlers going rogue isn’t great for keeping the peace. That was a pretty ugly case, but it’s nothing compared to this. Twelve of their own burned alive, and most of them admin staff? I’m surprised something hasn’t happened already, to be honest.”

We sat outside the sizable home of Lou Jackson, founding member of the Iron Crawlers. A level 23 druid, his party split from the Allegheny Dungeon Delvers over a contract dispute and launched their own team instead. Unlike indie crawlers, this party already had levels and clout, so attracting investors didn’t take long.

The crawl team was more than this original party, of course, so they were all on surveillance. 

We couldn’t overpower them–and wouldn’t bother to try–but a government witness to a crime was an effective deterrent for successful crawlers with something to lose. 

As if to be certain that I had no illusions of standing my ground against Lou Jackson, Grensmith spent the first thirty minutes of our shift making me watch footage of Jackson on crawls. His spirit animal was a coyote, a sort of familiar-summon hybrid, and he specialized in debuff magic. Where some druids became masters of manipulating roots and vines, Jackson could magically blow clouds of pollen and spores.

If the enemy was a beast-type monster, he could apply a Charm effect to control their actions. He could also use druid variations of spells like Sleep, Slow, Weaken, Poison, Confusion, and so on. While his spirit animal launched sneak attacks by shifting between planes of existence, Jackson poured on the debuffs to support the frontline.

“Has the CDM ever had to intervene against a crawler like Jackson?” I asked.

“Arizona, Nevada, and California. In that order. High-level resources within the government exist, but these situations aren’t simple arrests. You end up negotiating with the offender to resolve things peacefully, not enforcing the law.”

“Their presence holds everyone around them hostage,” I said.

Grensmith nodded. “Yeah. That’s a good way to put it.”

“How about these lawsuits? Is that new?”

“We started enforcing harvester safety inside dungeon gates because of lawsuits. Then the big outfits sued back to try and reverse the new rules. Doomers and crawlers tag-teaming the agency? This is a first from what I know.”

“Should we be worried?”

“Not worth the energy to worry,” he replied. “The CDM is absolutely essential, and the courts know that.”

“Sorry for all the questions,” I said. “Thank you for answering, though.”

“Not much else to do.”

As we limped into our last hour, I checked my phone. Megan had texted me:

“We got a DM a few hours ago. Someone wants to give you a new bow.”

“I don’t get it.”

“That’s not a joke. They’ll give you a new bow if we agree to mention the maker in a few videos. Nathan thinks we should get a VOIP number to stay anonymous when we talk to sponsors like this.”

VOIP meant “voice over IP,” a phone number that could be used via a PC and didn’t require a new phone plan. That was a good idea.

“Unless you’re saying no to a free bow. I looked at their website. Their stuff looks nice.”

“I am not saying no to a free bow.”

“Good, because it would be cool if someone gave me free gear too.”

“I can’t actually talk to them, though.”

“Why not?”

“We’re Dungeon Divas, remember?”

“Crap.”

“Beth can play me. She’d have fun with that, I think.”

“I’m good with whatever. We’ll need an address to accept mail, so Nathan’s getting us a PO box in the morning.”

“That’s cool of him.”

“Yeah, he’s okay.”

Grensmith suddenly speaking startled me a bit. “Given any thought to placement yet?” he asked. “Getting to be close to that time, right? Month five is around the corner for you.”

By placement, he meant where in the CDM I went after I finished interning. My real answer was that I wanted to earn a place with the Unsung Heroes, but I couldn’t say that. 

“I’d like to stay in Pittsburgh for my family,” I said, “but beyond that, what do you think would give me the best challenge?”

“Best?”

“So I can keep learning and improving.”

“Sorry, but that’s going to get you stuck in a corner.”

“What do you mean?”

He paused to think. “Once you’re on a track in the government, switching to something else just doesn’t happen. So if you want to do fieldwork the rest of your life, aim to be that kind of enforcer. If you would rather sit at a desk, aim for one of the analyst roles. Department heads want hires who stay, and if you start squawking about wanting a transfer, then not only will your promotions stop, but you’ll also never get transferred.”

“Then I guess I’m not entirely sure,” I admitted. “I like enforcer work well enough. Not sure about where I go from there.”

“You’ve got the eye for harvest inspections, and your reports are clean and precise. Like you’ve seen, that work isn’t the most thrilling in the world, but it gets you out of the office, has a steady ladder of responsibility for you to climb, and it’s meaningful. Nobody on site will admit it, but inspections save lives.”

“What if I wanted to focus on doing culls?”

Grensmith wrinkled his face. “Most captains and guards aren’t full-time cullers. There’s just not enough work, and you’ve seen the kind of work they do get. Those 50 XP E gates will drive you mad when you’re trying to hit the bigger level-ups. 51,200 XP to get level 10 with nothing but Es and Ds? That’s demoralizing after a while.”

“That’s fair,” I said. “So harvest inspections are the ticket for me then?”

“I think you’d do well, yeah. Like I said, once you’re on a track, you’re kind of stuck. Waiting too long to figure it out means someone else chooses for you. You don’t want that.”

“Thank you for the advice. Really. It means a lot.”



Megan, Beth, and I sat around my desk in my bedroom, waiting for a call from Steel Town Bows & Arrows. Their website described them as a “boutique bowyer for crawlers who want their gear to be as tough as they are.” From what we could gather, the business was owned and operated by a lone bowyer. According to his website bio, he came from a long line of gunsmiths, oddly enough, but in his late forties he decided to pursue his true passion and started making bows full time.

The VOIP number rang on my laptop.

Megan answered. “Hello. This is the Dungeon Divas.”

“Uhh yeah, hi,” a slightly raspy voice replied. “This is Frank from Steel Town Bows & Arrows.”

“Nice to meet you, Frank. We’re both here, by the way.” Megan pointed to Beth.

Beth said, “Hello. Appreciate you taking the time to talk with us.”

“Guess that means you’re keeping your real names a secret? Don’t blame you. Makes doing business a little odd, but I wouldn’t be in a rush to reveal myself if I were in your shoes.”

“Thank you for understanding,” Megan said. “We checked out your work and were impressed. We’ve not done sponsorships before, so maybe we should start with what you have in mind?”

Frank chuckled, blowing air in the phone mic when he did. “I’ve not done this before either. My grandson is the computer whiz, not me. He sent me your video and said I should get my shop on your channel somehow. I should probably say I’m not made of money, but I’m willing to give this a try.”

“We’re flexible,” Megan answered. “I’m the brawler of the party, by the way.”

“I’m the archer,” Beth added.

Megan continued, saying, “From what we’ve seen, basic sponsorship packages for videos like ours include things like product shoutouts, logo placement, links to sponsors in the description, and sometimes content specifically made for the brand. Is that what you were thinking?”

“Sounds about right. I don’t know that I can afford all that, though. I’ve got the budget to give you a bow to use and not much else.”

Megan and Beth looked at me. I shrugged. A free bow sounded pretty damn good to me, but then again, I didn’t know a thing about the business of being an influencer. I didn’t even like calling myself that in my own mind, let alone out loud.

Before Megan or Beth could speak again, Frank added, “Maybe there’s something else I could throw in? My grandson said I should negotiate for a yearlong commitment to make this worth it. That assumes you stick to doing two or three videos a month.”

I held up my finger.

“Give us just a second, Frank,” Megan said and muted the mic. 

“I’d gladly trade a year of product placement for a bow that can survive a dex build, but it sounds like he’s expecting that to cost more than he has.”

Megan nodded that she agreed with me.

“Tell him we’d do it for a bow and an apprenticeship for a young friend of ours,” I suggested.

Megan grinned, and before Beth could argue, she unmuted the mic. “Sorry about that, Frank. We’ve got a weird idea for you: Let’s take money out of the discussion completely. Instead, you give us a bow and take on an apprentice. We’ve got someone we’d like to help out.”

Frank breathed into the phone again as he thought. “I’ve never had an apprentice, and I don’t know if I can take on that much extra work. Between time and materials, that could end up costing more than the sponsorship would have in the first place.”

“It looks like you’ve tried to do a little bit with social media,” Beth replied. “Finding the time to do that on top of the actual work sounds like it would be tough.”

“Yeah, that’s true. That’s another thing I know I’m supposed to be doing, but a whole week will go by before I remember I should have taken out my phone and gotten some pictures.”

“What if the apprentice also managed your social media and helped out around the shop?” Beth asked. “She’s willing to earn her keep for an opportunity like this.”

“Now that’s an interesting idea.”

“If you don’t like working with her, we can figure out something else. We know hiring someone blind like this is a risk, and we don’t want you to feel stuck.”

Seeing and hearing Beth jump on this chance made me smile. I wasn’t certain how she would react before I proposed it, but she understood the potential and was willing to fight for it.

Megan jumped in. “That sounds like a pretty good deal to me, Frank. Makes it so we can grow together over the long term instead of this being a flash in the pan.”

Frank let a long silence pass before finally speaking again. “Got to be willing to try something new to get new results, I guess. Alright. I’ll have to meet this apprentice, but if you promise me they’re hard workers and can do what they’re told, I’ll get the bow in the mail.”

Megan and Beth both had wide eyes and fought to restrain their excitement. As long as they were quiet, Frank wouldn’t know that the two women (and one incognito dude) on the other end of the call were fist-pumping and dancing in their seats.

“Thank you for taking a chance on us,” Megan said, sincerely. “We’re doing a hunt this weekend, so we can start right away on promoting Steel Town Bows if you want.”

“Sounds good. Send me the details.”

When the call ended, Beth hugged Megan and then me. “You guys didn’t have to do that, but thank you so, so much.”

“I’m glad it worked out,” I replied.

“Me too,” Megan agreed.

“I feel bad,” Beth added. “That call was supposed to help the two of you. Megan, we didn’t get you anything.”

She shrugged. “I’m not worried about it. There’s not a lot a bowyer could offer me anyhow.”

Beth bit her lip as she thought. “Can I try to find you a sponsor?”

Megan cocked her head. “What do you mean?”

“Let me pretend to be your manager, and I’ll pitch sponsoring you. If we found one for an archer, it shouldn’t be much harder to find something for a brawler, right?”

“That sounds like a lot of work.”

“I don’t mind,” Beth said. “I want to do it.”

“I wouldn’t say no to a decent weapon or armor sponsor.”

Beth smiled. “I won’t let you down.”

            


Chapter 48: Beyond the Scope


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from marshalcarper
                        

                    

                    Patreon subscribers started book 2 today: https://www.patreon.com/c/marshalcarper

 

Today's shoutout continues the theme of MCs who aren't the chosen ones, making their lives in an already difficult world even more challenging. Give Azure: Gunner a try:

 

[image: Azure: Gunner - A Post-Apocalyptic LitRPG]



                

                Frank kept his promise and next-dayed a lesser ironwood recurve bow to the Dungeon Divas PO box. The packaging was little more than simple cardboard and foam padding, which almost felt disrespectful to the quality of the bow inside. Though his website was kind of shit and didn’t have a lot of information, Beth and I figured out that the bow Frank gave me would retail for about six months of my rent. 

Something worth that much warranted a case or even fancy wrapping paper–anything to give it the fanfare it deserved. Meanwhile, Frank packed it like someone who didn’t care about an eBay rating.

CDM bows weren’t junk, but as my level went up, I could feel my body outperforming the frame, and that wasn’t just when I pushed it with my speed. The better I got, the more I felt that the draw could be smoother. The grip wasn’t perfectly ergonomic. The frame felt flimsy, like balsa wood, like I knew it couldn’t work as hard as I could.

This lesser ironwood bow, however, felt like a partner ready to go into battle with me. The finish was a simple matte stain with white engravings that allowed the wood’s natural metallic coloring and grain to shine through, but the material felt like something more than wood. It had the coolness of metal, which was probably where it got its name, but it didn’t feel like holding a piece of metal.

Ironwood approached having the qualities of metal without actually becoming metal. It was weird.

“Do you like it?” Beth asked, watching from the couch as I opened the box.

“I do. A lot.” I liked it so much that I didn’t want to put it down. With some effort, I passed it to Beth.

“Oh, that’s not how I expected it to feel.”

“What did you expect?”

“It feels like it’s adjacent to wood but not actually wood. I don’t know how else to describe it.”

“You’re going to get to work with wood like that soon,” I said. 

“I’m nervous about tomorrow. I don’t want to screw this up.”

“You’re going to do fine.”

“I don’t know anything about social media.”

I accepted the bow back from Beth. “You’re being too hard on yourself. Twenty minutes ago, you walked me through a full plan.”

“I’ve never done anything like this before.”

“Everyone starts at the beginning,” I said. “You can’t get around it.”

Beth laughed. “That’s very wise.”

“Nathan told me that not long after we met. I was afraid of pretty much everything, and hearing that helped.”

“I’m glad he’s your friend.”

“Yeah, me too. I think you should take his advice.”

Beth hugged me. “Thank you.”

My phone rang. 

“A D gate needs cullers by 11:30 p.m. Are you available?”

“Yes.”

“Thank you for your service. I am texting you the address now.”

“Dungeon gate?” Beth asked.

“Yep. Let’s get this bad boy strung so I can take it for a test drive.”



For the first time in a long while, I knew someone when I arrived for the cull. This was a D gate on a farm somewhere west of the city.

Megan and Glen both were present, as was a fighter, the captain who was a brawler, and the guard who was a ranger. I hadn’t seen many of those in the CDM. 

At any rate, I had never done a cull with Glen, and I realized then I didn’t know his class because he never spoke at all and avoided any social gatherings the other interns might have. He was a fighter as well, it turned out. The other fighter I had done one other run with. She was a jacked brunette who liked maces. 

The captain was new to me, and he was quite possibly the most stereotypical brawler I had ever seen. He was a bear of a man and looked like he would be at home in a rough-and-tumble biker bar.

I, however, would not be at home in a biker bar because I used phrases like “rough and tumble.”

So our party had two brawlers, two fighters, a ranger, and me, an archer. The bias toward martial classes in the CDM was on full display. 

“Hot damn, Carmino,” the captain said when he saw my bow. “What bank did you rob to get that thing?”

That drew the attention of the other crawlers. I hadn’t considered that some improved gear would make me stand out. I should have because now it seemed obvious that this is exactly what would happen. Crawlers loved to look at and talk about gear, and a level 5 with an ironwood bow was an unusual thing.

“I saved up for it,” I said. “The CDM bows don’t hold up to a dex build, and the quartermasters have been pretty ornery about replacing mine when it breaks.”

“That’s a good investment,” the captain offered. “Shouldn’t need to buy another bow in your lifetime if you take care of her.”

“That’s the plan.”

I glanced at Megan. She shrugged nonchalantly. The attention that bothered me wasn’t concerning to her. Deciding that she was the more socially aware of us both, I did my best to adopt her way of thinking instead of endlessly fearing that someone would figure out we were the Dungeon Divas.

“Alright,” the captain called when everyone was ready to start the run. “I took a look inside, and my money is on it being a goblin dungeon. Heads on swivels, people. Let’s do this.”

The dungeon was a large cave system. Where most dungeon corridors were relatively narrow, every chamber in this dungeon was expansive. Stalactites like upside-down skyscrapers hung from the ceiling, and our every movement echoed into the darkness.

I preferred tighter quarters to this, I realized. Yes, a more open field was better for an archer in most cases, but the amount of darkness our torches couldn’t penetrate made me uneasy. We were exposed, and anything waiting to launch an ambush would know exactly where we were.

Oddly, though, the first goblins we encountered ran right at us, and the frontline made easy work of them.

“Those goblins were fleeing something,” Megan whispered.

“Looked like a typical charge to me,” Glen replied.

“They wanted to get by us, not kill us. There’s a difference.”

I was about to back Megan when the captain spoke first. “I think she’s right. Something feels off about this.”

We continued the run.

The next goblins we encountered were already dead. Based on the scattered remains, whatever killed them used weapons as well as claws. A few even looked as if they attempted to run in the direction of the gate, but they bled out from missing arms or legs before they could get far.

“This is a variant,” the captain declared. “We’re not on a typical goblin run, so I need everyone to be extra quick about following orders. This is my third D goblin variant. The first two were undead goblins, but this doesn’t look like that at all. We might not know what we’re dealing with until it’s on top of us. Got it?”

Everyone nodded.

My first thought was that this might be the work of trolls. The wild trolls Megan and I encountered definitely enjoyed this degree of violence, but they didn’t use weapons. Trolls scratched and bludgeoned and tore at their prey, none of which left the comparatively clean wounds left by sharp blades that we saw here. 

Whatever killed the goblins liked both kinds of attacks. They were equally happy to run a weapon through a goblin’s stomach as they were to rip a fistful of flesh out of its side.

We continued onward through the massive caverns, finding little bits of goblins along the way.

When I say little, I’m not being facetious. The corpses of these goblins, who were very much dead based on the amount of blood we saw, had been taken. Other than a few hunks of meat and the odd appendage, no remains were left behind.

A few steps deeper in, a spear hurtled out of the darkness. Glen got his shield up in time to deflect it, which was good for him and bad for me. The chipped and ragged speartip screeched off the cheek of my helmet.

That was the closest call I had ever had on a crawl. I thought the trolls in the high school would defend that title for a while, but just then, I was fractions of an inch away from dying. If my reaction speed had been any lower, say even one point less in dexterity, that would have been it. A spear not even meant for me, thrown by an enemy I didn’t see, could have gone right through my face.

When rocks followed the spear, our party was prepared. Out of habit, I stuck close to Megan and crouched low to share her shield. When the volley stopped and her shield came down, I saw the yellow eyes of an oversized goblin mere feet away.

“Hobs!” the captain yelled.

Megan got her shield up in time to block an axe swing.

“Down!” I yelled to her.

Without hesitation, she crouched, giving me a few extra inches of clearance to shoot over her shoulder. We used this tactic on the surface, and it worked well here too. In the few instants the hob needed to recover after bouncing an axe off of Megan’s shield, I put an arrow in his chest and then a second.

That was my first time getting a clear look at a hobgoblin in person. They looked like six-foot goblins but with more muscle and an orange tint to their skin.

Two other hobgoblins crashed into the frontline. 

They made me feel small in a way that no monster I encountered before ever had. Boss monsters were typically larger than I was, but none of those were humanoid, and none of them hunted in groups. 

An oversized inker or slime were too abstract, perhaps. With hobs, it was obvious we were smaller and weaker than they were. A muscular arm raising a club that far above you makes you feel like the lesser species, like you are an inferior bug in need of squishing.

But I was faster. The draw strength on my new bow was greater than I was used to, but I knew that would get easier, especially when I added strength stat points later on.

The real takeaway is that I loved that bow, pretty much immediately

My arrows didn’t save the day, to be clear, but they did allow me to contribute. Peppering the hobs slowed them down and exposed them to the blades of our frontline. My arrows alone weren’t likely to fell one, it seemed. I could settle for being useful, however.

When the last hobgoblin died, the captain had us fall back.

“Anyone heard of this dungeon variant?” he asked quietly.

We each shook our heads, including the guard.

“A true hobgoblin dungeon is C-ranked,” the captain continued. “If this was one of those, that first wave would have been bigger, and there wouldn’t be goblin fodder lying around.”

He paused, as if searching for the words.

“We can clear this, but that’s only possible if everyone has their heads in the game. If you aren’t able to keep your cool, you could die, and you dying probably means the rest of us getting fucked up too. Anyone feel that way? We can turn back now if so.”

Monsters from a C-ranked gate in a D? When I was five levels short of the C-ranked minimum level recommendations? 

Yeah, I was terrified, but I think the shame of admitting that might have felt worse than the prospect of dying. When no one said they wanted to turn back, I hoped they all hadn’t gone through the same reasoning I did. If they were as scared as I was, then we were in trouble.

“Good,” the captain said. “We’ve got this.”

For the next twenty minutes or so, we saw only splashes of blood and gore left behind by goblin corpses. We moved slowly and cautiously, sweeping headlamps over every corner and shadow, expecting an ambush at any moment.

But no such ambush came, so we continued farther into the cave.

As we crossed another large chamber, the lights on our headlamps dimmed, contracting the darkness around us. When I shined mine on my hand, however, the light looked just as bright. The bulb wasn’t dying, nor was the battery. 

I looked up to cast it around the room.

Yet, the light didn’t travel as far as it felt like it should.

“It’s a Dark spell!” the guard yelled, and just in time. 

Spears and rocks burst from the darkness as the frontliners raised their shields. I kept low to avoid another ricochet blasting me in the face. Glen blocked a stone the size of a softball but didn’t see the spear coming in from the side. The crude metal punched through his thigh.

We still couldn’t see who or what was attacking us. Poor Glen babbled and yelled, his eyes locked on the weapon piercing his leg. If I couldn’t help but shout and curse when I pinched my finger in a doorjamb, then surely I would have been just as incoherent were I the one enduring so much pain.

“Defensive formations!” the captain called. “Stay tight! Stay close! There’s at least one shaman out there!”

In terms of combat magic, the Dark spell was fairly simplistic and relatively low-level. As the name implied, it suppressed the effectiveness of light sources, but real mages would scoff at that description.

The spell seemed to suppress light sources, but it actually didn’t affect our headlamps at all. Instead, the Dark spell surrounded us with a field that absorbed light, preventing any from reflecting back. Therefore, the solution to beating Dark wasn’t more or stronger light. You either needed to escape the field or interrupt the caster.

With the barrage of stones beating on our party, escaping the field wasn’t an option. We could scarcely move forward or backward without exposing ourselves to more danger.

And I was the only one in the party with a ranged weapon. Our ranger liked swords better.

So, I started shooting. 

As methodically as I could with rocks raining down on us, I painted the darkness with arrows. The shaman had to have a line of sight with us to maintain the spell, and he couldn’t move while he held it. So, hypothetically, if I covered enough area with my blind firing, I would eventually hit the shaman.

Maybe. If the shaman was in an elevated position looking down on us, we were screwed. I’d never have enough arrows to probe every inch of our surroundings like that.

I pushed my 12 dex as hard as I could, and I loved feeling the bow in my hand endure the abuse as though this were nothing more than a quiet day at the range. 

Finally, after twenty-some precious arrows tinged off of stone, I heard the dull, swift suction sound of an arrow striking flesh. 

The room lit up. The captain started to yell for me to focus the hobgoblin shaman, but I was already on it. I pumped three more arrows into it before it ducked behind the cover of a stalagmite.  

“Light him up as soon as he shows himself!” the captain called. 

But I couldn’t just watch for the shaman to show itself again. We had four hobgoblins bearing down on us, and Glen was still on the ground, bleeding and screaming. 

For a brief moment, the guard appeared to glow. Then she stepped out of the fray and swept her sword across the battlefield in one smooth arc. Her sword seemed to extend as it carved a swath through cave and hobs alike. It was as though her weapon was a laser, automatically extending to the farthest point no matter how much the distance or terrain in between varied. One second, it was cutting across a boulder fifteen feet away, and the next, it was digging through the wall forty feet away, and then back close again to gut a charging hob.

That was the Horizon Slash ability from the fighter class. She could probably only use it once a day at her level, hence having saved it until she knew it could do the most good. LootLootLouis used the same ability combined with fire magic against the frost salamander a few days back. His was more visually impressive, but I was thankful to see such an effective technique helping to keep my party alive.

The shaman poked its head out to cast, and I put an arrow in its eye. A few moments later, the captain crushed the shaman’s neck beneath his boot.

The guard asked Megan to hold Glen’s leg. She apologized to the intern, broke the spear off, and then pulled the splintered shaft through. It looked like agony, but that was better than trying to yank the leaf-shaped tip back the way it came in.

Next, the guard dumped a healing potion into the wound and then a second into his mouth. She held his head as he thrashed and spasmed, but after fifteen seconds or so, he stilled.

“Holy fuck, that hurt,” Glen whispered, his face soaked with sweat and tears. “Am I going to get a bill for those healing potions? I know I can’t afford them.”

The guard chuckled. “Me neither, but we’re authorized to use them in emergencies. Take a minute to get your bearings before you try to move.”

Glen nodded. He was in no hurry to get to his feet.

The guard looked to the captain and asked, “Ready to fall back?”

The captain checked his watch, frowning. “It’s thirty minutes back, and then at best it will be two hours before backup gets all the way out to the gate to help us.”

The guard winced. “How long until a dungeon surge?”

“About an hour.”

“Shit. I wish they would stop playing things this close. We should have way more of a buffer than that.”

“But that would mean taking the gate off of the market earlier, and we can’t do that because we might miss out on some revenue,” the captain groaned sarcastically.

“We’re seriously going to try for the boss with this party?” the guard asked. 

In other contexts, I would have been offended, but she was right to be concerned. She and the captain were the only ones over level 10. The rest of us were level six and below. That party makeup would have been fine for a normal D-ranked goblin gate, but this variant had already proven to be significantly more difficult. We were not the right party to finish this run.

The captain stared at his watch as his body bounced nervously. 

“By the time we get to the exit to call for help, the gate-tracker should have automatically alerted the CDM that this gate is in danger of surge, so us making the trip doesn’t really help anything… Fuck. Okay, people. We’re closing this gate. Get a drink of water and get your heads on straight.”

I used that time to collect as many of my arrows as I could find. No other class had to play pick-up-sticks after every battle like mine did, so that ritual always felt a bit silly. I didn’t have a choice, though. Until I could afford an enchanted bow that summoned its own arrows, this would be my life after every encounter.

Spoiler: I would never be able to afford a weapon like that, and Frank wasn’t likely to have one sitting around to give me either.

“Alright, folks,” the captain said after a few minutes. “Let’s close this motherfucker.”
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                Prior to being invaded by hobgoblins, the goblins who originally claimed this cave fortified a deep section with scrap materials. The entrance to the stronghold was built like the front gate of a city. No one approaching from the outside could easily pass through, and the goblin defenders had elevated positions from which to rain down arrows.

There were no goblins here, however, and the hobs had smashed through the gate when they attacked. 

We hadn’t encountered any more enemies since the shaman with the Dark spell, but I suspected that was about to change.

“If everyone listens to calls and keeps their cool, we got this,” the captain whispered.

Usually, words like that from a cull captain gave me comfort. This was the first time they didn’t.

If this was a normal dungeon, the captain would have a good idea of what to expect in a boss room, giving him a basis for encouragement and reassurances. This run, though? He had no fucking idea what we were in for. None of us had heard of a hobgoblin variant for a D-ranked goblin gate, so no one had a goddamn clue what we were about to fight.

But it was his job to be the leader, and it was our job as a party to close the gate.

The worst part of this situation? Nobody was recording. This run would for sure get attention online, and we weren’t documenting a single minute of it. I wondered if Megan had similar thoughts but didn’t ask.

The boss room itself was a sort of goblin camp. Roughly the size of a tennis court, the chamber was big but not the largest I had seen. Beds of straw and miscellaneous garbage were strewn about, and there were a few burned-out fire pits. 

At the center was a pile of goblin… goop. I recognized the features of goblin faces and limbs, but it was like a hundred goblins had been chopped up, deboned, and then shaped into a blob of flesh and blood. The size of a boss slime, it kind of moved like one too: lurching starts and stops, sloppy wet squishes and burps, splashes and streaks of filth painting every place it had been.

Two hobgoblin shamans, their bodies painted dark red with blood and their bodies adorned with bone necklaces and belts, stood at the very back of the chamber, their arms raised as they chanted in a language none of us knew.

“The fuck…” the captain gasped when the scene sank in.

Which was great. That’s exactly what you wanted to hear your veteran party leader say when they encountered a boss. 

“Archer!” he shouted as soon as the darkness closed in around us, but I was already on it.

I sent a volley of arrows where I remembered the shamans to be. One hit, but another few must have come close enough to disrupt the other hob as well. Wounding it would have been ideal, but interrupting the cast was something.

The mass of goblin gore rolled toward the party and spit shards of bone as it advanced. Unlike a traditional monster, there was no indication that the mass was about to shoot. No incantation, no pull of a bowstring. The shards just sped out.

One embedded in my left forearm, the part of my body that was the farthest forward when my bow was drawn. It felt like a nail had been driven through my wrist, but I was thankful it hit my forearm instead of my chest.

Then we learned that the shards were something of a misdirect.

The captain raised his shield to block another spray of bone and was hit instead with a cannonball of goblin guts, knocking him off his feet and several yards back. I risked stealing a glance in his direction.

He wasn’t moving.

Even worse, the swords and maces striking the blob had no visible effect. The monster continued its advance unimpeded. I thought back to what the captain from my first squid run taught me: Every arrow matters. I could put ten arrows into the blob, knowing they were unlikely to have an effect if swords and maces weren’t able to damage it either, or I could put those arrows where I know they would do meaningful damage.

“Megan!” I yelled. “On me!”

Without hesitating, she shuffled backward twice to get out of the blob’s immediate range.

“Plan?” she asked.

“Shamans.”

She nodded.

As a unit, we bolted sideways as if we intended to flank the blob. A spray of bone shrapnel flew in our direction. A few hit Megan, but she caught the worst of it with her shield. I felt a few stings on my back and side but did my best to ignore them. 

I ducked a cannonball of gore, the mass passing close enough that a streak of juice sprayed across my helmet.

The shaman closest to us figured out that the blob wasn’t our target and began to summon a wall of bone. The white barrier rose from the ground to block our approach. 

I got arrows through before the spell could complete, and then Megan blurred forward, hurtling toward the unfinished bone wall and triggering Rapid Strike. Unlike the goblins we had fought together previously, including berserkers, the hob shaman was dishearteningly resilient.

I lined up a Piercing Shot, hitting both hobs with one go, and then I pushed myself to fire as many arrows as I possibly could, hoping to ride the speed bonus from Momentum to a future where I survived this.

The first shaman fell to its knees, its entrails pouring out of its stomach from an open wound. The second hit Megan with a fireball, and for a moment, I pictured the back of the crasher the Iron Crawlers had killed with a similar spell. I remembered the way the impact cratered his flesh as it scorched and cooked it instantly.

The power of the spell spun Megan around, but I kept on it with arrows. Then a sword flew across the room. The hob ducked it at the last moment, but the guard had already closed the distance. She brained him with her mace and then smashed his broken skull several more times for good measure.

Like a deflating balloon, the blob of goblin parts sank into stillness.

I ran to Megan.

“I’m okay,” she said with her back on the ground. “I think my arm is broken.”

“That’s a strange definition of okay.”

She managed a smile. “For real. Check the others. I’m alright.”

All of us had fragments of bone embedded in our armor and our skin. Glen bled from his head, and I couldn’t immediately discern if that was from a projectile or a strike.

The captain stirred, and the guard crossed the chamber to tend to him, yelling that he shouldn’t try to move.

I don’t know how long it took us to get back out of the gate. With our wounds, the universe shrank to mere footsteps. The only thing that existed for me at any given moment was the need to step forward once more.

And then again.

And again.

When we emerged into the cool early-morning dew of a peaceful farm, the guard put a call into headquarters.

They were relieved to hear we were okay and that the gate was closed. Like the captain had predicted, the automated alert system triggered while we were inside, so a cull team was already on their way with medics.

“We’re out of the woods,” the guard said to the party. “In these circumstances, the CDM will spring for proper healing magic, so hang tight, and we’ll all feel better soon.”

No one talked much the twenty minutes it took for help to arrive. A dinged-up white van pulled into the field, followed by two ambulances. A secondary cull team emerged from the van and took control of the scene.

The most seriously wounded, the captain and Glen in this case, went in the ambulances. The rest of us were ushered into the vans. The backup cull team collected our car keys and promised to deliver our vehicles back to HQ.

Megan leaned her head against the window and closed her eyes, doing her best to baby her arm as we bounced down rutted back roads on our way to the city.

Instead of bothering her, I opened my system profile:

Dorion Carmino

Class: Archer

Level: 6

XP Progress: 258/3200

Str: 6

Dex: 12

Con: 6

Int: 4

Cha: 3

Abilities:


	Piercing Shot



Traits: 


	Ranged Accuracy




	Improved Reload




	Sharpen




	Momentum



Spells: (none)

Ah, level 6. That wasn’t a terrible consolation prize for the nightmare we just endured. Following my rule of not making major life decisions when I was tired, stressed, and frazzled, I held off on allocating my three stat points.

I did, however, take a look at my newest unlock options:

Dual Nocking

Class: Archer

Type: Ability

Cooldown: 10 seconds

Duration: Instant

Prerequisites: Piercing Shot

Fire two arrows with the accuracy of one. Both arrows automatically receive the Piercing Shot bonus and are considered individual attacks for the purposes of applying other bonuses and buffs. Additionally, Dual Nocking reduces the cooldown of Piercing Shot by 5 seconds.

Farsense

Class: Archer

Type: Trait

Cooldown: None

Duration: Perpetual

Prerequisites: Farsight

Your ability to selectively smell and hear is now equivalent to your Farsight magnification. If you can see a location clearly, you can smell and hear it as well.

Improved Sharpen

Class: Archer

Type: Trait

Cooldown: None

Duration: Perpetual

Prerequisites: Sharpen

The chance of your arrow ignoring armor is increased by an additional 10%.

According to my build guide, Dual Nocking was the ability I should take next. The whole point of a dex build was to attack as often as possible as quickly as possible, and shooting two arrows at once was the obvious choice for supporting that objective.

The problem with system choices, however, was that you wanted everything. Farsense and Improved Sharpen both sounded awesome. Getting through armor would always be useful, and the combined benefits of Farsight and Farsense would be amazingly helpful for hunting wild monsters. No crawler gets to do everything, and that was especially true for martial classes like mine, where we might not see levels beyond 12 or 13.

I closed my system without making a selection and shut my eyes.



If I had been injured outside of a CDM crawl, I would have sat in the emergency room like everyone else, waiting to get plain old stitches. But not only were my wounds from a government-sponsored cull assignment, it was also an exceptionally challenging cull that came dangerously close to a surge.

Healing potions and Healing spells were so amazing that I felt guilty benefiting from them. A normal civilian wouldn’t be able to afford either, and it didn’t seem right that my injuries were considered more important than someone like Nathan, who could get hurt a thousand different ways on a construction site. We were both just trying to pay our bills.

Despite my guilty conscience, I was grateful for the magic healing. Doctors removed a total of seven bone shards from my body and then closed the wounds with Healing potions. Though the effects looked instant, full recovery would require a few days. My body still had to supply the energy for the healing process, and the potion making it happen all at once created a deficit that my body had to correct.

Additionally, the wounds that mended were hard to the touch, like strips of cement had dried beneath my skin. The gash on my forearm, for example, was healed, but I could feel the solid mass shift as I flexed my forearm and moved my wrist. That stiffness would gradually fade over the course of the next week.

I was one of the first members of the party to finish treatment, but I stayed in the waiting room. Glen and Megan were both being treated, and it felt wrong to leave them behind even if there was nothing productive I could really do. I let Nathan and Beth know that we were both okay and not to worry, and idly scrolled on my phone.

Nathan tried to keep me entertained. The day before, Japan announced that they intended to be the first to land on the surface of the moon. The memes were primarily jokes about abandoning Earth completely because that was easier than recovering the wilds from monsters. 

My email dinged endlessly like always, but I was relieved to see one ordering me to take the day off. The sun was already rising, and after a night like that, I would have been worthless in the office. I was glad the CDM agreed.

Glen and Megan exited at the same time. He was on crutches, and she had her shield arm in a sling. By this time tomorrow, they wouldn’t need them anymore. 

“Aw, you waited up for us,” Glen said, forcing a tired smile.

“What about our kits?” Megan asked.

“The CDM sent them to the quartermasters for cleaning and repairs. We can pick them up tomorrow morning if we want.”

The pair looked relieved. Dragging all that gear around in their state would have been a pain.

“The woman at the desk said they would call us cars whenever we were ready to leave. Want me to let her know you two are good to go?”

“Please,” Glen answered.

I returned a moment later. “She says we should turn left and follow the green line to the pickup point.”

As we slowly made our way there, Glen spoke, his words punctuated by the click of his crutches. “Did anyone tell either of you what the hell that was?”

Megan and I shook our heads. The only thing we were told was to not talk about it. We could say we were hurt on a cull, but we were not permitted to discuss the hobgoblins or the abomination they sicced on us in the boss room.

“I tried looking it up,” Glen continued. “Couldn’t find shit about hobgoblins appearing in D-ranked gates, and nothing I read sounded like that… thing.”

“So it was an extremely rare variant,” Megan said. “There are a bunch of variants that have only been documented once. Not the craziest thing.”

“I guess that’s true. How often do variants have unknown monsters, though? Usually it’s a more difficult version of the standard run, and maybe a few extra monster types appear, but not totally new ones.”

“You got me there,” Megan admitted.

A few minutes later, I helped Glen get himself and his crutches into the first car to arrive, leaving Megan and me waiting outside for our rides.

“Sorry for barking at you back there,” I said.

“What do you mean?”

“In the dungeon. I just yelled at you to follow me. I wasn’t thinking clearly enough.”

Megan shook her head. “It was the right call. I trust you, Dor. Don’t hold back on making calls like that in the future. Got it?”

“Yeah.”

“Promise me.”

 

“I promise.”
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I sometimes try to figure out where my love for tower-climbing stories began. My best guess is Final Fantasy (the original), but regardless of the source, a sci-fi twist on the concept is a welcome take on the genre:
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                I woke from my nap around noon. I reviewed my level-up options, consulted my build guides for extra certainty, and made my selections.

I took Dual Nocking and dropped a stat point into strength, constitution, and intelligence. That extra point in strength would make my increase in draw weight far less noticeable, and the constitution bump would make it easier for me to maintain my speed for longer stretches. 

Intelligence made me sharper and more perceptive, and I would invest in the intelligence stat a few more times as I leveled to continue improving those traits. All the build guides prioritized strength, dexterity, and constitution in the early levels before dropping points into intelligence, so I was right on track.

When I was done, I reviewed my profile:

Dorion Carmino

Class: Archer

Level: 6

XP Progress: 258/3200

Str: 7

Dex: 12

Con: 7

Int: 5

Cha: 3

Abilities:


	Piercing Shot




	Dual Nocking



Traits: 


	Ranged Accuracy




	Improved Reload




	Sharpen




	Momentum



Spells: (none)

I checked my phone. I had a text from Beth:

“Hope you’re feeling better! Frank is grumpy, but I think he likes me.”

“Going well then?”

“I LOVE LOVE LOVE it. There are so many tools!”

“Happy for you.”

“Can Jonathan come to dinner tonight? He’s giving me a ride home anyway.”

“Yeah. No problem.”

I realized I was smiling, a big dumb happy smile accompanied by a lightness in my chest. For the myriad of doubts I had about my choice to join the CDM, all of those decisions led up to Beth getting this apprenticeship. If her interest in bowyering stuck, she could be on her way to a decent career. Whether she stayed independent or got hired on by a guild, she could make a comfortable living.

The apprenticeship had only just begun, so that feeling of success might have been premature. I knew that in the moment as well, but man, it felt good to savor a victory.

The only feeling that came close to this was surviving that encounter with the trolls. I know it sounds crazy, but helping Beth felt more meaningful, and I found not dying to be pretty meaningful in the first place. 

The rush of that D gate adventure hit me right there on the couch. What a ride that run was. 

Fighting hobgoblins was the most scared I had ever been, and I survived. My skill and my wits kept me alive through a variant no one else had ever seen before, potentially fighting a boss monster that had never been seen before either. That was like being an explorer, going somewhere no other person ever had.

Knowing that I was one of the first was its own sort of thrill. 

My phone buzzed. Megan had texted me.

“Sooooooo your half of the ad revenue is $3,000… So far.”

“Wut”

“Yep. We’re still getting new views. On our other vids too.”

“Maybe we should invest some of it back into the channel?”

“Ooo we could get a drone. A nice one too. Have you seen the new one LootLootLouis is using?”

“The over-the-shoulder view?”

“Yeah! It’s all automated and is small enough that it’s useful indoors too.”

I looked up the drone model LootLootLouis used and checked the specs. Not only did it follow a crawler, but it also had a sense for danger, so if it was following Megan, for example, it might back up a few extra feet when fighting started. Otherwise, a stray swing from her or an enemy could be the end of the drone. 

In cinema mode, it dynamically sought out the best viewing angles. Returning to the Megan example, the drone could swivel wide to get a side view of the action, capturing far more action than watching over her shoulder could.

“Let’s do it. Use my half.”

“Why your half?”

“I got a new bow and an apprenticeship for Beth out of this already. Makes more sense for you to use your half on yourself than on the both of us.”

“Are you sure?”

“100.”

“Thanks, Dor.”

“We’re taking this weekend off from hunting, right?”

“I’ll be fine by then.”

“You broke an arm.”

“And now it’s back together. If you’re not feeling up for it, that’s different. Me? I’m good.”

“I could hunt.”

“Great!”



To celebrate the windfall of cash from the Dungeon Diva’s channel, I ordered Mexican food for me, Beth, Nathan, and Jonathan. I don’t remember how many tacos it was, but it was a lot.

If you’re paying close attention to the story, you’ll have picked up on the fact that I never actually earned more money. I told Megan to spend it already, and in honor of that decision, I spent more of my personal money. I swear I tried to be smarter about how I handled my finances, and even then, I was trying my absolute best.

Nathan asked me to put his food in the refrigerator. He was spending the evening with Megan in light of her recent injuries, which I could appreciate. That left Beth, Jonathan, and me.

When Jonathan came into the apartment, he set two books on the kitchen table.

“What are these?” I asked as I distributed takeout containers and plates.

“You mentioned a while back that you couldn’t find any good resources on goblins,” he explained. “Those are all out of print, but you can still get copies online.”

“I promise to return them in good condition.”

Jonathan laughed. “They’re a gift. Call it a thank you for letting me eat all your food.”

I looked through the books as I sat. The Goblin Encyclopedia: A Field Guide, The Complete Guide to Goblin Dungeon Gates–these looked like solid finds.

“This is awesome,” I said. “Thanks, man.”

Beth grinned proudly. She was positively smitten by this guy, and I think I might have been too.

“He could tell you everything in them,” Beth added.

“Did you read them already?”

Jonathan nodded with a mouthful of food.

As I thumbed through the book on goblin dungeon gates, specifically looking for mentions of hobgoblins, I asked, “Anything particularly interesting in these stand out to you?”

“I knew there were stronger goblins, but I didn’t know there were so many varieties. Goblin, berserker, shaman, champion, king–those are the only ones you hear about. The field guide says wild goblins can get stronger over time, so a goblin shaman that’s been alive for five years is way stronger than a standard shaman, and there are accounts of champions learning classes similar to what the system provides.”

“Really?” I asked. “I’ve never heard any of that.”

“Crazy, right? I hadn’t either. That book is from the 70s, so maybe there were more wild goblins to worry about back then?”

“Yeah, maybe.”

Other than a few pages on the three families of goblinoids–goblins, hobgoblins, and bugbears–I didn’t see any other mentions of hobs in the dungeon guide, at least not from my quick skim.

“Thank you so much for these,” I repeated. “How was Frank?” I asked Beth.

“I don’t think he’ll admit it, but he likes having me around. Oh my god, Dor, he has a livingwood bow for sale. He let me hold it.”

“What was that like?”

“Like holding a baby for the first time, and I know that’s weird to say. It’s only ten years old, which is really young for livingwood, and it hasn’t had a kill, so he’s been shaping it as it grows.”

Using a livingwood bow was akin to the Japanese art of bonsai, or at least, that’s how it was explained to me. Though it was a shaped piece of wood, the material was still very much alive, which also means it could die.

An unused livingwood bow needed regular watering and careful maintenance because the bow itself grew, becoming denser and even sprouting new branches. To maintain the integrity of the bow as it grows, it needs to be regularly pruned and reshaped as the expansion changes the physics of how the wood distributes the strain of a draw.

All livingwood bows spent a few years under the care of a bowyer for this process, and the payoff was a bow that progressively grew in strength. 

Feeding livingwood mana by killing monsters was the better way to improve the bow. Using mana instead of water didn’t create new offshoots or growths that required a bowyer’s hand. The material grew stronger, and its stored mana capacity increased. Not only did the bow become more powerful, but it also “learned” to work with the wielder, helping to make shots more accurate and adding an ever-increasing damage buff.

Though the payoff of growing a livingwood bow could be substantial, the process was delicate. Livingwood could experience fatigue as well as starvation, so you always had to feed it while being careful not to push it too far. If you did, then the bow died, and all that effort to grow its strength would be lost.

“If you want to stick with being a bowyer, we should save up some money to get you to level 2. Having the bow proficiency would help a lot, I imagine.”

“Someday, sure,” Beth said. She looked down at her phone. “They’re probably calling me in early. One second.”

She stood and left the room to take the call.

“Getting her that apprenticeship was very kind of you,” Jonathan said. “It’s clear you really care about her.”

“That makes two of us.”

“Hmm?”

I smiled. “I’m glad she found you, and I know you’re both really into each other.”

“That doesn’t trigger a big brother alarm for you?”

“She could do a lot worse.”

Jonathan smiled but didn’t seem to know how to respond to that. I didn’t make it more awkward by pressing him. 

Beth came back into the kitchen. “Yeah, they want me in early.” She paused to look between us suspiciously. “Did I interrupt something?”

“Just me trying to steal your boyfriend.”



Nathan shook me awake on the couch.

“Bro,” he said.

He shook me some more.

“Bro.”

“I’m awake. What time is it?”

“A little after 10 p.m. I think you should check your phone.”

I sat up. The hardened wounds shifting over my bones as I did felt like little fingers pressing from under my skin.

“What’s going on?” I asked as I unlocked my screen. Before he could answer, I saw half a dozen troubling headlines: 

Crawlers Behind Church Attacks?

Doom Cult Massacres Toll Ticks Up to 155

Major Crawler Orgs Split on Killings

National Guard and the FBI Consider Martial Law

I rubbed my eyes. “When did this start?”

“About an hour ago. I expected them to have called you in already.”

“Did they call Megan in?”

Nathan shook his head. “Guess that means you both are still on medical leave or whatever.”

“Probably. Seven communities in total were targeted? Am I reading that right?”

Sighing, Nathan nodded. “Five in Pennsylvania. Two in Ohio. It’s like they got deleted, man. Just wiped off the map.”

“The pictures look like tornado wreckage.”

“Yeah, gnarly shit. You cool if I use the shower?”

“I’m good,” I answered and continued reading. 

The major guilds and teams in the city were all issuing statements, it looked like. Never mind that it was late on a weeknight.

The Buttymen and the Pittsburgh Chapter of the Dungeon Delvers’ Guild unequivocally condemned the killings and called for a major effort to identify and arrest the perpetrators. The Furious Few, the Homestead Strikers, and Dungeon Industries Inc. “mourned” the loss of innocent lives but made sure to mention that these churches stoked the violence that bit them. By advocating for dungeon crashing, the doom cults should take at least part of the blame for this tragedy, they suggested.

The Iron Crawlers, the Mill Rats, and the Allegheny Dungeon Extractors denied involvement in the attacks and provided no additional commentary or clarifications as to their stance on the events.

Officially, at least. Plenty of individual crawlers within those organizations took to their personal social media accounts to share their thoughts.

Including Martin Kielar. He recorded a rant in the cab of his tricked-out pickup truck.

“Innocent deaths are never acceptable, but we can’t ignore that the doomers brought this on themselves. Crawlers were attacked, so they attacked back. Again, I don’t condone any of this, but I can understand how it got this bad. One of these cults? Their pastor killed a full crawl team, and nobody wants to talk about that.”

Which wasn’t true. The pastor involved with the Iron Crawlers wipe was mentioned in every piece of coverage I saw.

“If we want real peace, doomers need to take responsibility for their attacks on crawlers. Until they do, well, I’m worried this is only the start.”

He talked for another twenty minutes but didn’t say anything new. He either restated his original stance or veered into a rant about the hardworking Americans who make this country possible and how groups like the doom cults don’t appreciate the sacrifices Americans have made over the decades.

What a piece of shit.

If this was the disaster it looked like–how could it be anything else, really–maybe Megan and I wouldn’t get to hunt this weekend after all. I saw a bunch of overtime in my future.



Instead of an all-hands meeting like we did before, Kamil Akinwale, Chief Director for Pennsylvania CDM offices, tasked individual departments with issuing our orders. Wilson believed that was an attempt to keep official CDM statements from leaking. The fewer people who got the actual memo, the fewer opportunities for someone to forward those directives to the press.

Enforcers McDouglas and Grensmith weren’t in the office. Chapman led the meeting while Enforcer Meyer stood behind her with her arms crossed.

“The Center for Dungeon Management will no longer intervene in crawler conflicts. These church attacks are horrific, but they are beyond the purview of the agency. Our charter, our core mission, is to keep dungeon gates from becoming a danger to the public. Over the years, that evolved to include managing anything related to crawlers, but that’s not our mission.

“We manage dungeon gates. Period. The military, the FBI, and law enforcement are addressing the conflict. Stay out of their way.

“No CDM employee is permitted to make public statements about crawler conflicts, and the definition of ‘public’ is anything that could be shared with the press. Easiest solution? Don’t say a word. Not on social media, not at the bar, and not around the dinner table. Your assignments will carry on as normal, but everyone is required to complete CDM mission statement training before the end of the day. You’ll find the link in your inboxes.”

“Didn’t see that coming,” Megan said as we returned to our cube.

“Makes sense, though,” Black replied. “With all the lawsuits flying around, packing it in is a good strategy.”

“This doesn’t surprise you?” Glen asked. He was in good spirits for someone who recently had a spear through his thigh.

Wilson chuckled. “I didn’t say that. I’m only saying the logic tracks for me. I never saw this coming, either.”

Megan grinned. “Good to know my weekend isn’t ruined.”

I was the only one who really understood what she meant, and as crappy as it sounds, I was happy too. People were suffering, and I was glad it wasn't my problem. When I realized I felt that way, a dreadful guilt washed over me. 

Had government work already desensitized me to violence and hardened my heart? What kind of person did that make me?
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                    You made it to Friday, dude. Congrats.

 

System mysteries are hard to make interesting these days. I dig the way The First and Last Emperor explores the history of the system, using the past to build tension for the future. Definitely worth a try:
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The First and Last Emperor [LitRPG, SysApoc, Mage]





“Of course I’m a tyrant. I’ve never claimed to be anything else.”

-The First and Last Emperor



The message was clear: The Apocalypse arrives in thirty days. Please survive.

At the end of the time limit, Solis finds himself outside the safe zones as the System descends. Exposed, alone, and with a pure mage build not designed for solo-survival, he must thrive in the twisted landscape of what was once Earth.

In his desperate throes of survival, Solis encounters echoes of other integration worlds, and the more he finds, the more a horrible pattern emerges. The ones who came before were stronger, had more time to prepare, or were hundreds of years more advanced than Earth, yet they still failed.

The key to Earth's survival may lie in uncovering how the other worlds failed the integration. And once the solution is found, if the rest of the population won't fall in line, Solis will drag them kicking and screaming into the new age.



What to expect:

- Pure Mage (not a spellblade, enhancer, etc)

- Epigraphs from the future

- Themes of Legacy

- No harem

- 20k drop day 1, 1 chapter each weekday for the next two weeks, 3 chapters per week going forward.



Inspirations:

- Delve

- He Who Fights With Monsters

- Worm















                

                “I’ll record you, and then you record me,” Megan said. “Don’t think too much about it. Say what it is, where it’s from, and what you like about it.”

We had pulled off onto a dirt road a little more than two miles away from the Site of Concern. We would have preferred to be much closer, but this was the most rural SOC Megan and I had tried yet, and we learned quickly that my beater car was unfit for difficult terrain. Urban and suburban SOCs had already presented us several travel challenges in our short careers as wild monster hunters. This latest experience cemented the fact that we needed better ways to travel.

I recalled riding ATVs to particular remote gates, and that sounded like a good solution, except that it would cost a crazy amount of money. The ATV itself was expensive, but then we would need a trailer, a vehicle that could pull a trailer, fuel for the ATV, and then whatever it costs to register and maintain the ATV and trailer.

I rubbed my head as I thought. “So hold up the bow and say, ‘Hey, this is a nice bow. If you like nice bows, go see Frank.’”

“Steel Town Bow & Arrow.”

“Huh?”

“Use his business name instead of his personal name.”

“Right,” I replied. “Helmet on? Should I use a girly voice to sell the persona?”

“As much as I want to see you pretend to be a woman for the rest of the run, just be you. The voice changer will do the rest.”

I nodded. “Hello… everybody. You may have noticed I broke my bow fighting trolls, and then Fra- Steel Town Bows & Arrows reached out. Uhh… So this is a lesser ironwood recurve bow. As you can see, it’s pretty nice.”

“Do you like it?” Megan asked.

“Yes.”

She sighed. “Tell us why you like it.”

“Sure. First of all, it’s a bow that can keep up. My dex build is hell on a bow, and I’ve pushed this one hard. Always feels strong and reliable. And… Uhh… The craftsmanship. This bow looks good on camera, but it feels even better to hold. I’ve never felt so comfortable with a weapon before.”

“...So if the viewers like it?”

“If you’re looking for a new bow, check out Steel Town Bows & Arrows, and tell them the Dungeon Divas sent you.”

Megan chuckled. “We’ll get better with practice. Okay, are you ready to film me?”

“I just look at you while you talk, correct?”

“Yes.”

“I can handle that.”

Megan cleared her throat and straightened her back. She looked up at me–and the GoPro attached to my helmet–and wiggled as if shaking out her nerves.

“I love my brawler class,” she began, “but we’re in our gear for hours, and since I’m using a Machine Gun build, all this armor and equipment wears on my skin. Then I get sweaty, and it gets worse and worse.”

She held up a compression shirt and pants.

“I’m wearing these under my armor now, and I already feel so much better. You’ve probably seen athletes wear something like this, and it’s a similar idea for crawlers. The fabric gives you an extra layer of protection over your skin while helping you control your body temperature and wicking away sweat. The problem, though, is that armor introduces all sorts of new demands. Check this out.”

Megan pointed to the various points of reinforcement around the shoulders, elbows, hips, and knees.

“Ironskin rashguards and compression pants are designed for martial classes, and this sounds crazy to say, but they don’t bunch up because they connect to your armor here, here, and here. I know, I know. Everything bunches no matter what, but these are different. I promise.

“These simple additions are genius improvements. When you’re fighting, you don’t get that weird issue of your armor twisting one direction while the underlayer twists the other. Don’t you hate that? If you do, give Ironskin products a try.”

Exhaling, she tossed the gear back into the car. “Was that okay? I can’t believe how quickly Beth pulled this off. I don’t want to let her down.”

“Way better than mine.”

“Being a young woman in America practically demands selfie-video training,” Megan joked, “so I have an advantage over you.”

“It shows. And trust me, Beth is happy to have helped. I think she likes this kind of work more than she’s admitted. At any rate, shall we?”

Megan nodded. She powered on our new camera drone, took a few moments to calibrate the lens and the navigation system, and then set it to follow mode. Since Megan was wearing the tracking bracelet, the drone drifted behind her and hovered a few inches over and above her shoulder. When I approached from behind, as if we were keeping a tight formation to sweep a building, the drone automatically elevated its position to stay out of my way.

It was a pretty slick piece of tech.

Even before the drone arrived in the mail, Megan and I decided that of the two of us, the drone would get better footage following her than following me.

As an archer, my perspective was usually zoomed out by default, taking in most of the battlefield. Megan’s, meanwhile, was up close and a mess of choppy blurs when she started swinging. If the drone worked as advertised, we would have far better footage of her Machine Gun build in action.

With everything situated, we set out on the hunt.

This SOC was southeast of Pittsburgh and directly west of Uniontown. Like Johnstown, Uniontown was one of the few rust belt towns large enough to attract a permanent population when industry collapsed, absorbing the dozens of smaller communities that once dotted the area.

We walked along the Youghiogheny River Gorge, using footpaths worn by kayakers and whitewater rafters who came out here for the thrill of careening downriver. Megan read that this area was once proposed to be a state park, but the dungeon gates opening killed that idea.

We walked uphill along a washed-out access road, listening for movement as we scanned the horizon for monsters. Our hope was that we would find a goblin nest, but like every other SOC, we had no insight into what to actually expect. 

As we hiked, it was readily apparent to me that my skill set was underdeveloped for this kind of hunt. Moving down streets and through alleys made sense to me whether the town was abandoned or not. The societal structure that used to matter was still there, and I could use it to navigate.

In the deep woods like this? My phone’s GPS was my lifeline, and that felt too thin for how important my life was to me. If my battery died, or the signal was bad, or a monster hit me in the right spot to break my phone, I was hoping to find the right trail to lead me back to my car. Should nightfall arrive before that, I was screwed.

That was an incredibly poor survival strategy. I needed to learn enough about wilderness navigation to, at the very least, not make big dumb newbie mistakes. I wondered if Megan was having similar thoughts, but moving sneakily was a bad time to start a conversation.

Megan raised a hand to signal a stop and crouched. She looked at me and tapped the nose of her helmet.

Yeah, it smelled like goblin shit and festering meat. Nothing was in view, however.

Moving more slowly now, we continued up the hill.

Our destination was an old summer campground, a dozen cabins scattered around a central cafeteria with rusted playground equipment here and there in the spaces in between. The camp hadn’t been officially used since the 40s, but its location beneath dense forest canopies kept it from being wildly overgrown like other SOCs we had visited.

We paused behind a downed tree and observed what we could from a distance.

Two of the cabins had burned down at some point. None of the survivors had intact doors or windows, and at least half had sagging roofs and visibly rotted floorboards. One had scrap wood and metal piled around it, suggesting that some time ago a squatter or two tried to make a go of living up here.

From our lookout spot, we could see signs of goblin refuse, several goblin-sized footpaths worn into the earth, and a ramshackle attempt at fortifying the cafeteria. I was still rubbish at estimating goblin numbers through inferences, but this didn’t strike me as a large nest.

I reminded myself I didn’t really know shit. I thought the Daisytown nest was small and very nearly died to the ensuing swarm. 

There was no movement in the campground. We circled the perimeter, seeing more signs that goblins were here, like campfires and a few brutalized forest animal corpses, but still no actual goblins.

The cafeteria building wasn’t much more elaborate than a big park pavilion with walls. We approached from the rear, targeting a door that I assumed would lead to a kitchen.

A musty odor hit me a few feet from the building. This was different from goblin shit and old meat. I immediately thought of a dirty aquarium, the way the sour smell somehow feels wet as it sinks into your nostrils. The raw sewage odor was with it, but that fish tank aroma felt distinctly separate. Then again, I hadn’t smelled that many goblin nests. Maybe something about the forest made a goblin garbage heap develop a unique fragrance.

The door was ajar. No signs of traps yet.

Inside, that musty poop smell was far more potent, but there was no obvious source as our headlamps played over the ruins. I was right that this door led to a kitchen, or what used to be a kitchen, rather. Part of the roof had rotted through, and layers and layers of leaves had been accumulating and decaying here for so long that some of the floor felt like dirt. We were careful to watch for pit traps as we moved.

Other than a detached fume hood and a few broken tables, everything else had been stripped away. There were ghostly outlines on the walls where ovens and stovetops used to be, and the pantries were doorless, exposing their emptiness to open air.

The interior wall looked like it used to open to the rest of the cafeteria, as most cafeterias of this style did, but old roller doors were down in most places, blocking our view of what was on the other side. Piled garbage and debris plugged the openings where the rollers were broken or missing. 

A door to the side of those windows was open with papery white material piled on either side. Megan and I studied it closely before we passed. Dry-rotted fishing nets, perhaps? Maybe a type of reinforced tarp worn down to its strongest threads? Why the goblins had piled it here wasn’t immediately clear. I thought at first they might be obscuring some nature of trap, but that didn’t seem to be the case. The doorway was wholly unimpeded.

The seating area of the cafeteria was a mess of piled tables, old grass, and crumbling logs. Huge sections of the roof had caved in here, making it difficult for my eyes to properly adjust. It was as if the presence of that sunlight raining down made every shadow in the room deeper and darker, making our headlamps feel like dying flashlights 

We heard movement and froze just a few steps into the room.

Those weren’t the pitter-patters of bare footsteps. This noise sounded like a bag of laundry dragging across a floor, a distinct but gentle scratchy hiss. What made it concerning wasn’t the noise specifically, but rather the size of it. I immediately had the sense that the creature was far larger than a goblin.

Megan must have reached the same conclusion because she started backing out of the dining hall.

An overturned table to her left exploded into a spray of splinters. She raised her shield just in time.

A giant snake with a triangle-shaped head and green eyes snapped its jaw shut, intending to sink its chisel-length teeth into Megan’s torso, but its forward momentum combined with Megan’s quick reaction wedged her shield in its mouth. The two fangs curved around the metal, but the shield was stronger than the snake’s bite.

It couldn’t finish its attack.

And the snake was pissed.

Wrapped with black scales and dirty brown stripes, its body was thicker than my own. The monster was powerful, making it dangerous even without fangs and venom. Attempting to dislodge the shield, the snake whipped its head side to side. Megan managed to hang on for the first snap, but when the snake shook hard in the opposite direction, she was thrown across the room. Her small body disappeared into a pile of tables and benches coated in leaves and scrappy weeds with a violent crunch of splintering wood.

I knew she had a high constitution as a brawler, but the way she crashed through the dense debris and disappeared from sight made me scared for her. She was tough, but was she tough enough to survive that?

“I’m good!” she groaned from the shadows. 

Great. I wasn’t, though. This bastard was fucking huge, and it was royally peeved about the shield in its mouth.

I didn’t have enough space for my archer build to help me.

Jumping back through the door into the kitchen, I ran along the covered cafeteria windows and smacked the wood and scrap metal, searching for weak points. The snake thrashed on the other side, slamming itself about in a panic, still desperate to shake the shield loose.

“Hey! Hey!” I heard Megan call from somewhere in the dining hall. She was attempting to draw its attention.

An old piece of particle board flexed when I slapped it. I palm-struck the edges and grinned when I felt the brittle material rip away from the nails holding it in place.

I saw the silhouette of the snake moving deeper into the dining hall and started loosing arrows, happily taking advantage of Dual Nocking to shoot two at a time whenever the cooldown permitted. 

At the same time, Tailf3ther’s most recent coaching echoed in my mind: Be smooth, not fast. 

When he saw my dex build in action with the lesser ironwood bow, his feedback was that I seemed to rush like I wasn’t confident in my speed and was desperate to be faster. He told me to focus on being controlled and efficient rather than being quick. If I did that, the speed would follow.

Smooth reload. Smooth draw. Smooth loose.

Smooth reload. Smooth draw. Smooth loose.

Smooth reload. Smooth draw. Smooth loose.

In seconds, the snake’s back grew a mohawk of arrows, but its attention was on Megan now. I couldn’t see if its mouth was still barred, and a moment later, it was out of my sight. I heard the crashing sounds of Megan’s sword against wood and cement with the occasional dull thunk of striking flesh.

Shit. I couldn’t do anything to help her from back here.

Scrambling back into the dining hall, I skidded around the piles of tables, tripped over a crunchy log–that I later learned was giant snake scat–and saw a tail disappear out the front door of the dining hall.

If Megan was running, she had to be in trouble.

I followed as swiftly as I could, chasing the tail into the open forest. In the open yard between cabins, near an old swingset and jungle gym, the snake stopped, pulling its body in tight and swaying as if looking for a moment to strike. I couldn’t see Megan from where I stood, but if the snake was taking the time to set up an attack, then she must still be in the fight. That also meant she wasn’t running anymore, and the snake had freed its fangs to strike. Not good. Not good.

Smooth reload. Smooth draw. Smooth loose.

The snake snapped forward at Megan, and holy shit was it fast. She half-dodged, half-parried the monster’s lunging attack. As it recoiled to prepare another bite, Megan sank her sword into its body, a few feet below the head. The force of the snake’s pained recoil ripped the weapon from her hands, leaving the sword in its body.

Smooth reload. Smooth draw. Smooth loose.

Megan pulled her crowbar from its sheath and circled. Her helmet was dented, and one side of her body was covered in dirt, but she looked healthy. Even better, the snake seemed to slow. Its whip-snap quickness faded as its head swayed back and forth to follow Megan.

Finally, the snake turned, exposing the profile of its head to me.

Smooth reload. Smooth draw. Smooth loose.

When two arrows slammed into the side of its face, the snake turned its attention to me, and that was it. Megan launched herself forward and bashed its brains in with her crowbar. The first hit, the snake glared at her with stunned anger. The next strike turned that glare to terror. After the third, it was clear the snake was departing this world.

By the fourth, it was dead.

But Megan gave it a fifth and a sixth smash to be certain. The snake’s head reminded me of making a gravy volcano out of mashed potatoes, smooshing down a nice little pocket in the middle to hold the liquid.

“Are you hurt?” I asked as I approached the monster’s corpse. 

Megan seemed confident it was dead now. She lay on her back in the leaves, trying to catch her breath.

“Nothing serious,” she replied. 

“Your shield’s fucked,” I said, kicking it over with my foot. It was bent in on itself like a cannoli.

“Was that a giant water moccasin?”

“In my completely amateur opinion, yes.”

“So that venom would have killed us.”

I swallowed. “Probably…”

“We’re the luckiest dumbasses on the planet.”

“I don’t think I would describe finding a monster snake as ‘lucky.’”

Megan pulled herself to her feet and didn’t bother brushing the leaves off that coated her like breadcrumbs on chicken. “We should make sure there was only one.”

So we searched the rest of the campgrounds, starting with a more thorough sweep of the dining hall. We found goblin bones mixed into snake scat, the pieces its stomach couldn’t digest, and we realized that the papery material we saw on our way in was shed snakeskin.

Both of us had seen snakeskin before, so I was surprised we didn’t make the connection. Megan wasn’t. Scaled up like that, the shed snakeskin looked much different from what a garter snake left in your home garden. I didn’t disagree, but I still wished I had been smarter than that.

In one corner of the dining hall, we found a pile of snake eggs the size of footballs. We smashed them.

Outside, Megan lingered near the monster’s body with her phone out.

“We tore it up pretty good, but it looks like this snakeskin is worth a few bucks,” she said, still scrolling.

“Do you know how to skin a snake?”

“Nope. We’re going to learn.”

“Now?”

“This video is for normal snakes, but it should be the same thing, right?” she asked as she sat in the dirt so I could watch with her.

“Sure.”

Megan drew her knife after a few seconds. “I think I get the idea.”
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                    Today's shoutout is for the ebook release instead of the RR release. I've plugged The Cloudfarers a few times now, so if you haven't checked it out yet, boot up your Kindle and give it a read:
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Now out on Kindle Unlimited and Audible:

The Cloudfarers: A LitRPG AdventureBook 1: Thoroughly Fogged

The Cloudfarers tells the story of Rylan, a young indentured servant who longs to pay off his debt and win his freedom. Preferably before he turns gray.

His best bet to achieve this, is to unlock a Skill and thereby become a Quinthar, one of the Kingdom's renowned elites. The odds are against him, but Rylan is not so easily deterred.

Of course, there's a big difference between getting what you want, and what you asked for...
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Read if you like:


	[+] A LitRPG with hard-earned progression

	[+] A unique, fully fleshed-out world and magic system

	[+] Flawed but lovable characters

	[+] Action and tension

	[+] Secrets and mysteries

	[+] Humour, but also feels
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What RoyalRoad readers have to say:

“Seriously fantastic work.” ★★★★★

“One of my favorite books. Great, well-developed characters you care about, intriguing and exciting conflicts, and the most original worldbuilding I have ever read.” ★★★★★

“Incredibly made characters that actually feel alive and real.” ★★★★★

“This story is worth your time.” ★★★★★

“Definitely worth a read anytime you need a... happy adventure to relax to.” ★★★★★

 :book: Get the e-book!  :headphones: Get the audiobook!




                

                Skinning a giant monster snake took longer than we anticipated. I don’t know why I had an expectation of how much time we needed, seeing as I had never skinned any animal of any kind before, but I did. And we ran over.

With the sun going down, and both of us very tired, we decided to stay in Uniontown overnight. Megan called two taxidermists on our way in, and one was interested in the skin. "Curious" might be a better word for "interested." He sounded skeptical about our YouTube-taught technique and didn’t make an attempt to hide it.

He agreed to take a look in the morning.

Uniontown itself had the rust-belt-brick aesthetic of every other town I ever visited in coal country, and that felt like straddling two different timelines.

Everywhere I looked, I saw both the surviving town as well as its corpse, what it would look like if everyone fled, leaving their old lives here to rot like every other rust belt neighborhood I had trekked through. 

That dual existence, the sense that I might be imagining the good version, left me in a strange mental fog. I found myself drifting off at the diner while Megan and I ate, my eyes wandering out the window to look at the simultaneous life and death of Uniontown.

Okay. I was pretty tired.

The diner was an echo of the 70s. Other than the lightbulbs and napkins, I suspected nothing about this place had changed since then. The floor tile and the booths were worn like the stone steps of a monastery, the echo of thousands of footsteps over years and years smoothing and shaping each surface.

They made good pancakes.

“I gotta ask,” a man at the counter spun on his chair to say. “Are you hikers or hunters? Both?”

Megan held a hand up to her ear. “I’m sorry?”

“That’s a lot of mud and a lot of blood. Didn’t think it was deer season yet.”

“We killed a giant water moccasin and skinned it,” she replied and chomped on a piece of bacon.

“What?”

“We came out here to hunt monsters. That’s what we did today.”

I tried to shrink into the booth.

“You two do that for fun?” he asked.

“We were expecting goblins, but yes.”

“You want to find goblins?”

Megan grinned. “Yes.”

“You know, I got a buddy with a goblin problem. EPA won’t take his calls anymore.”

That caught my interest too, but Megan beat me to it. “Why’s that?”

“He inherited the property. Goes out for pheasants, sees goblin tracks. EPA doesn’t find anything, but he sees them again. They come back out, but nope, they don’t find goblins.”

“Third time?” Megan asked.

“Wasn’t a third time,” he answered. “There’s a proper nest growing, and they won’t do anything. Told him it's harassment to keep making false reports.”

Megan looked at me.

“That sounds interesting.” And it did. This SOC wouldn’t be on the EPA satellite maps, and following an organic tip sounded like an interesting challenge, a truer sort of adventure.

“I can give you his info if you’d like,” the man offered. “I’m not responsible for what happens next, though.”

“Wouldn’t do that to you,” Megan said.

He walked a napkin across the aisle and put it on our table. “You really killed a giant water moccasin?”

“Got the skin in the car.”

“Oh hoowow,” he chortled. “I’ll take your word for it.”

The bells over the door jangled when he left.

“Are you as excited about this as I am?” she asked.

“I wish we could go right now, but it’s probably better that we can’t.”

“Why is that?”

“We should take some wilderness survival courses. Or watch some videos. Or read books. Something. On that walk today, it occurred to me that if I lost the trail, I wouldn’t know what to do.”

Megan frowned. “Relying on GPS is probably dumb, huh?”

“Might not always have it.”

“We keep finding out how much we don’t know,” Megan said. “It feels like the opposite of getting good at something.”

“So you agree.”

She poked at the remnants of her eggs. “Yeah, and relying on YouTube for this part is probably not smart either.”

“Probably not.”

“I’m glad we’re doing this,” she added after a while. “I think I learn more from one of these than I do from four crawls.”

“What’d you learn today?”

“What snake shit smelled like.”

We both laughed.

Megan smiled when the waitress refilled her coffee. “It’s true, though. I’m liking it more and more each hunt. I really wish the XP wasn’t so abysmal. It’d be perfect otherwise.”

“Another mystery of the system.”

“My dad wasn’t very religious, but he believed the system was a punishment, an object lesson so simple that humans could figure it out,” she mused. “Fight back the monsters, the world is better. Don’t fight back the monsters, and the world is worse.”

“I’ve heard that one a few times, or something similar,” I replied. “Direct punishment for the Holocaust or, more broadly, for World War II in general.”

Megan nodded.

“What made you think of that?”

“You mentioned mysteries. No XP from wild monsters was part of the design, according to him. It made the rewards for closing gates even more appealing.”

“The church taught us that the system was God’s gift in the war for humanity. In a war, we expect weapons, and that’s what the system is, a weapon against Satan.”

“I expected you to say it rewarded those who did good in the world,” Megan said.

“The reward is the heaven that comes after. All your deeds ‘store up riches’ for you to enjoy there.”

“I’m sorry if I dragged you into something you didn’t want to talk about.”

I shook my head. “Nathan and I knew this guy in college, and he told me my absolute favorite explanation for the ‘why’ behind the system.”

“No need to be suspenseful. Go on.”

“The universe is infinite. Therefore, there are an infinite number of planets. Because all of this is infinite, probability breaks. No matter how unlikely something is, it occurs naturally somewhere, so the system is just a product of infinite possibilities. We’re either the first to see it, or maybe it appeared on another world somewhere and spread. Either way, it’s just random. He got it from some science fiction author he liked.”

Her brow furrowed, Megan said, “It feels too ‘designed’ to be random.”

I grinned. “Nathan and I said the same thing. He shot back that people made the same argument before the system with all sorts of variations of ‘intelligent design,’ from God making the world in seven days to chariots pulling the sun across the sky. Ancient people believed the pieces of reality fit together so well that it had to be crafted. Couldn’t have been random. In reality, it's the result of purely organic chance. We just didn’t understand it yet, so we tried to tack on something we do understand to explain it. System could be the same, and we’re in the 500 B.C. era of understanding what it is.”

“That’s true,” Megan admitted. “That is an interesting take. I hope it’s aliens.”

Chuckling, I asked, “Why?”

“I don’t know. It would be interesting. Suddenly aliens? Sounds more fun than the end times or pure chance.”

“I can’t argue with you there.”



I turned off my phone screen. When Megan lifted hers, I caught her arm and lowered it. We sat in a strip mall parking lot in front of a storefront that was half taxidermist, half gun shop.

“Don’t read that. Let’s go talk to the guy.”

“Why can’t I read my texts?” she asked.

“Nathan’s spewing nonsense. We should ignore him.”

“I don’t understand.”

“It’s already gotten him in trouble before.”

“I understand even less.”

I sighed and pulled back my hand.

Megan read her screen. Then she stared harder. “Is this code?”

“What’s it say?”

“He wants me to buy a stuffed dog if they have one, but ‘a cat would work too if it looks cool.’”

I rubbed my face. “There’s this show we watched together where the roommates had a stuffed golden retriever. He thought that was a good idea, so he went on a quest to find a stuffed dog. Well, it turns out that selling dog and cat remains is illegal, stuffed or otherwise.”

“That went badly?”

I nodded. “This cop shows up at our door one day and asks him to stop posting wanted ads for stuffed pets all over the internet. Apparently, they thought Nathan was some kind of illegal trafficker. Nope, just a dumb college kid.”

“That story can’t be true.”

“Saw it myself.”

“I still don’t believe you.”

“That’s fine,” I said, “as long as you don’t ask this guy about stuffed dogs or cats.”

“It’s really illegal to have a taxidermied dog?”

“No, it’s illegal to sell a taxidermied dog.”

“So the only way to get one really is to have your own dog stuffed.”

I nodded.

“That’s weird,” Megan said.

“Can we go inside?”

“My mind is blown right now.”

Both of our minds were blown a moment later when we opened the trunk of my car to remove the snakeskin. Leaving it in there overnight was unwise. Man, I was never going to sell this car. There would come a day when I would just have to light it on fire and move on with my life.

The man who ran the shop was younger than I expected, late 30s maybe, and gangly as hell. His camo hat was worn to threads around the bill, and a silver fishhook was embedded in the side.

He inspected the snakeskin dubiously. “You weren’t kidding about being new to this.”

“Is any of it salvageable?” Megan asked.

He looked it over again and sighed. “Some of it. Looks like you shredded it pretty good before you skinned it. That’s a lot of holes.”

“We know it’s not great.”

“Do you come across these a lot?”

“First one,” Megan answered. “I don’t really want to find a second.”

He chuckled. “Not real friendly fellas, that’s for sure. I can give you a few bucks for this, but if you get another one, I’d appreciate it if I was your first call.”

“Okay.”

“Wait. Call me before you skin it.”

Megan and I laughed. “We can do that.”

“This might sound random, but have you heard about any local goblin nests?” I asked.

“No money in goblin skin.”

I shook my head. “Not interested in that. Just curious if you’ve heard about any, is all. We heard some stories from a local and weren’t sure how seriously to take them.”

“That’s the problem with goblins. You always have ‘em.”

“The EPA isn’t keeping up?”

“Ha! It takes them a month to answer the phone, so how long you think it takes them to show up and clean up some goblins?”

“I didn’t know it was that bad.”

“You get used to it,” the taxidermist said. “A good cold winter helps more than you’d think. The rest of the year, you make sure you got a goblin club ready. Attacks aren’t common, but the one time you don’t got your club, you regret it.”

“We like hunting wild goblins,” Megan interjected. “Would it be hard for us to find people around here with goblin problems?”

“None of these folks could afford something like that.”

“We don’t need paid. Just want goblins to kill.” 

When Megan glanced at me to check in, I nodded that I was cool with this angle. With SOCs, we had no idea what to expect. If locals were asking for help, we would have some intel on what was observed, where it was observed, and other local insights that could be helpful.

“That’s an odd hobby,” he said. “You can post your card over there on the board if you want.”

“We don’t have cards.”

Megan settled for a scrap of paper that said, “Free Goblin Slayers,” followed by the Dungeon Divas VOIP number.

“Well, this was one of the weirder Sundays I’ve had in a while,” the taxidermist said. “Appreciate your business.”

As we pulled away to begin the drive home, Megan watched the outskirts of Uniontown fade to forest and fields. 

“At what point do we do this full time?” she asked.

“We’re not ready for that.”

“That’s why I’m asking when. How will we know it’s the right move?”

“I don’t know that I’d have the guts to quit the CDM to be a YouTuber. I just want some stability.”

“I think it’s possible,” Megan said. “Are you not open to it?”

“No, I am open to it. I’m just a wuss. That’s a level of bravery I don’t have.”

“More bravery than soloing a goblin nest?” 

“That’s different.”

Megan continued staring out the window. “I have a hard time not dreaming about it. Nathan’s optimism has infected me. It’s gross.”

“He’s like that.”

“Did he tell you about his big family house idea?”

“I’m surprised he told you,” I said. “I know things are going well, but that’s a big conversation for two people to have.”

“I don’t think so. It’s something he wants but not now, necessarily. Letting me know what he’s aiming for, though, is a very respectful thing to do.”

“How do you mean?”

“I guess I see it as a kind of honesty. Telling me upfront makes the decision mine. Do our goals match up in the right places? If they don’t and I hide that from him, then I’m the one being dishonest.”

“That’s pretty damn mature of you,” I joked.

Megan shrugged. “Doing my best to grow up. For what it’s worth, I like his idea. I don’t want to share a bathroom with you, and I know that for sure, but being close to people who make me happy? Sounds pretty nice if it comes with my own bathroom.”

“Oh, we’re agreed on the bathroom thing. No question.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Sharing a motel bathroom with you last night was… illuminating.”

Megan scowled.

“It’s good to know if things don’t match up in the right way.” I grinned.

“I’m going to kill you.”

            


Chapter 53: Job Descriptions


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from marshalcarper
                        

                    

                    Today's memo: CDM will become my primary focus when Dead End Guild Master concludes, and we'll return to daily chapters at that point. If you want the full story, here's the post: https://www.patreon.com/posts/changes-coming-7-154842705

 

Today's rec is the Spider Dilemma. This story is taking some bold risks and has interesting ideas. It's hard to describe how it feels to read it without spoiling anything, but maybe it becomes your next favorite series if you give it a try:




	





	[image: image]












	
 

Issekina is a girl like many others: she wakes up in the morning, has breakfast with her many sisters, goes to "school", sometimes fights the inner voice inside her head for control over her mind, and takes lessons on forbidden magic in the afternoon from a century old [Mage]. Oh, also, she's a human reincarnated in the body of an arachne.

And, if that wasn't. enough, she is not alone: there are others from Earth. A boy and a girl who were mysteriously brought in this big new world, where Memories and War have more power than physics and dreams are a place you can visit.

Follow their adventure in this story of a changing world full of Classes and Levels!





















                

                “Doesn’t it feel like we should be out there?” Wilson asked as the entire intern cubicle stopped working to check their phones. She had her hands behind her head, her fingers laced through her curls.

“Every morning I come in to work, I expect the orders to change,” Megan mused. “It’s only Wednesday, but it feels like we’ve been reading these alerts for a month.”

Everyone in the intern cube nodded that they agreed.

Earlier that week, Mormons in Utah used their numbers to swarm gates, closing them before crawlers could mobilize to do the same. Presently, they were targeting E and D gates, but most analysts believed that would change as their people leveled.

In Oregon, crawlers protesting the CDM’s lack of response to ongoing religious conflicts took over the capitol building. We were on the second day of them refusing to let government employees inside, and city law enforcement couldn’t do much more than ask nicely for them to vacate and then wait for the crawlers to change their minds. That standoff could go on for as long as the crawlers inside had food and water.

Texas, Mississippi, Florida, and North Carolina saw regular clashes between three groups: crawlers, the church communities some people called “doomers,” and more moderate Christians who thought that doomers were deceived by Satan and that crawlers were saviors.

But the CDM managed gates, not crawlers and definitely not doomers, so while these events continued to develop, we mostly sat by and watched. Other than trying to enforce gate rights against crashers, the rest of the conflicts were simply not our problem.

Under those conditions, business as usual at the CDM felt like seeing the house across the street was on fire and closing the blinds because we had vacuuming to do and the chicken breast needed thawing.

“At what point does the CDM give in and help?” Megan asked.

Loman chuckled darkly. His topknot bounced in time with his laughs. “What if such a point doesn’t exist?”

“So, what, we’re waiting for Congress to make us do something?” Wilson scoffed.

Loman shrugged. “Digging your heels in like this goes that way, right? I mean, I’ll know I’m wrong but keep arguing just because I’m not man enough to admit it.”

Black turned to me, his chair creaking beneath his mass. “Any rumblings from your old cult?”

Wilson and Megan both frowned at that but didn’t say anything.

“Nope,” I answered, but that was a lie.

I got two or three text messages a day that read like this:

“Give us Beth’s phone number. She’s our daughter. It’s not right for you to keep her from us.”

“I’m praying for your soul. It’s not too late.”

“What will you do when they come for us? Will you let them kill your family and all the people who loved and raised you?”

“We cleaned all your stuff out of the house. If you want it, come get it by tomorrow night, or it’s going in the dumpster.”

Changing my phone number was again a real consideration, but all the effort and headache that would require on my part–updating every user account and contact form in my life, basically–didn’t seem worth it if all they needed to do was get the new number. I was surprised they hadn’t gotten Beth’s, to be honest, but maybe she learned from my example to be more guarded about who she shared her number with, especially after my parents tracked her down to Milly’s.

My email pinged. “Looks like we’ve got assignments,” I said, standing from my desk. “We’re partnered again,” I added for Wilson.

“Let’s go get that dollar,” she replied.



On the ride to the first harvest inspection, Wilson grumbled as she looked out the window, “It’s bullshit they’re sending us out like this.”

“It’s the job.”

“No, I mean while all this other shit is going on. I’m sick of saying, ‘above my paygrade’ or ‘I wish I had answers because they don’t tell me anything’ every time crawlers corner me with questions.”

Wilson was right on this front. That sucked. While the higher-ups locked themselves away, the grunts on the frontline, like me and Wilson or the poor people who answered the helpline, absorbed the bulk of the abuse. At first, the reactions I received from crawlers were pity and understanding. They knew that Intern Enforcer Gray didn’t get a say in any of this, but that empathy rapidly faded as this stretched on.

Where before we were unfortunate victims like everyone else, we became the targets for complaints and anger that the rest of the agency refused to hear.

Walking onto a B-ranked harvest site in a city park, the looks Wilson and I received were unfiltered loathing. I had already braced for that. Not only was that the new normal, but this was a Mill Rat harvest site. They seemed to be leading the charge in crapping on peons like me.

“Fuck,” Wilson whispered.

“What?” But then I looked up and answered my own question. Martin Kielar’s party was on their way out of the gate and spotted us immediately.

“I remember you,” Kielar said to me, his usual party of upper-ranked crawlers following behind. “How do the boots taste today?”

Wilson attempted to go around. She didn’t try pushing through the party. She literally picked a new path entirely, but Kielar went out of his way to block it.

“We’re just doing our jobs, sir,” Wilson said, looking down at the ground instead.

“The famous last words of traitors throughout history: ‘I was following orders.’ It’s getting ugly out here, and the CDM is really going to sit on its hands?”

Wilson shrugged.

Kielar turned to me. I hated knowing that he was stronger than me. The gap between our power was so great that choosing not to hurt me at any given moment was a strange act of mercy. He knew it. I knew it. And it was as degrading as Kielar hoped it would be.

“You’ve spent enough time around me,” he said. “You know I’m a family man who just wants to do his work and go home. I don’t want you to get hurt, but the more this boils, the more likely that the schlubs in the field are the first to get burnt.”

“Thank you for the advice.”

He held my eyes for a moment, spit on the ground, and then knocked me out of the way to continue walking.

Brennan Kielar was in the entourage. I hadn’t noticed him before. He caught my eye as he passed with bags of gear in his arms and looked away the moment he saw me. He looked ashamed. Was this the way McDouglas predicted it would go? I planted the seed with Brennan long ago, giving him a path to come forward, and now it was like watching a riverbank erode. 

If I was being optimistic, that is. I could have projected what I saw as his shame.

I still felt bad for him, though. Yes, he was complicit, and if he was inside a gate when crashers got killed, he was guilty. Yet, I couldn’t help but think of him as anything but collateral damage.

“I don’t know if I’m going to finish the internship at this rate,” Wilson whispered when the crawlers were gone. “That guy could kill me by accident and not even notice.”

“Let’s get this done and get out of here.”

Wilson nodded. “Stay paired up for this one? Seems safest.”

“Yeah. We should stick together.”



I got to run three E gates that week. While I liked getting to flex my leveling progress, seeing how little ground I covered across thirteen hours of crawl time was disheartening.

147 XP in total from three E-ranked gates. That’s it. 

I knew the numbers weren’t going to change, but I couldn’t help but check and recheck my XP several times a day. It always read:

XP Progress: 405/3200

This was the slowdown everyone said to expect. Though I knew it was coming, the halt was so abrupt that the seatbelt was going to leave a bruise that might never go away.

The week wasn’t all bad, however. 

Frank sold two bows and a hundred arrows because of his Dungeon Divas sponsorship. That sounded small to me at first, but then I remembered how expensive his bows were. Selling one of those was like selling a car. 

The results made Frank happy, and that was really the most important thing. As long as Frank was happy, Beth’s apprenticeship was safe. She seemed to fall more in love with bowyering each day, and seeing the way she grew along with her passion was sweet. I played a role in making her life better, and that was more gratifying than XP or a paycheck had ever been.

The momentum on that front seemed to grow. View counts and channel subscribers were up, and Megan and I had our first hunting job that wasn’t an EPA Site of Concern. The number we got from the man in the diner connected us with Michael Domonkos, and he very much wanted our help.

Domonkos owned roughly fifty square miles of Chestnut Ridge, a section of the Allegheny Mountains south of Uniontown. For most people, owning property outside of major cities wasn’t the sign of wealth and prosperity that it was before the gates. The exception, however, was mineral rights. Clinging to family land deeds became a waiting game in those cases. Whatever riches beneath the soil might be inaccessible now, but hanging onto the land for another fifty years when technology could get to it was an easy way to make a few million dollars.

Unlike most of the landowners we read about, Domonkos seemed to have a true love for the mountains. He came from a long line of outdoorsmen and trappers, giving him a sort of reverence for the wilderness. He probably still liked having the mineral rights, but his interest in keeping goblins from destroying something he loved was sincere.

We agreed to drive out Saturday morning to meet him.

The night before, I had pizza with Nathan and Megan in the apartment.

“How do you find one goblin nest in an area that big?” Nathan asked with a little marinara on his chin. 

Megan and I both shrugged. 

“He promised to show us around the land,” Megan said. “He also knows we aren’t wilderness experts, but he promised to teach us as we worked. That’s how he’s ‘paying’ us.”

“Is he a fan of the Dungeon Divas?”

Megan grinned. “I’m ahead of you on that. He’s agreed to sign an NDA.”

Nathan seemed pleasantly surprised by that forethought. “Smart. What if he breaks it?”

“Probably nothing we could do,” Megan admitted. “A specific subset of our audience will be disappointed if the truth comes out about Dor.”

I scowled at that. “I can’t believe what total strangers are willing to say they want to do with me. It’s insane.”

“Welcome to being a woman on the internet,” Megan said with a shrug. “And I don’t even send you the dick pics we get.”

“Eesh.” Nathan recoiled involuntarily. 

“Dor has the perfect tomboy butt, apparently.”

I raised my arms. “Okay, okay. Let’s change the subject.”

“How far from the CDM office are you willing to live?” Nathan asked. “I’ve been poking around at listings.”

After a moment of thinking, I said, “That’s a tough question. The way things are going, I don’t know if I’ll stay CDM. The channel isn’t doing well enough to support me, so I’d have to get a different job, but man, work’s been nasty.”

Megan nodded.

“If a CDM commute isn’t a concern,” Nathan continued, “that opens up our options quite a bit. Staying central to the city is out of our price range, but there’s some stuff in Allison Park and in Carnegie that might work for us.”

“Yeah? Like what?”

Nathan reached for his phone and forwarded me a few links. 

If I squinted, I could see the appeal of an old newspaper building or a rundown Victorian mansion. None of Nathan’s “potentials” were move-in ready. Not by a long shot.

“Uhh…” I began, trying to find the words.

“I know,” Nathan said. “They need some work. That’s the only way we’ll get something big enough for all of us, though.”

“I don’t know anything about construction and renovation.”

He smiled. “That’s why you got me, bro. As long as the bones are in good shape, we can fix anything else. If we run into something I don’t know, I’m sure one of the guys I work with would help out.”

“You’re volunteering to fix up a whole house for us?”

Nathan's unexpected laugh left him coughing with watery eyes. “Absolutely not. There’s plenty you can do to help without being an expert.” After a pause, he added, “Seriously, though. If these ideas don’t feel right, say so. I know the big family house is a pipe dream and won’t be offended.”

“I still support the concept,” I said. “I won’t have the money to do anything about it for a while.”

“That’s true for all of us. That’s why it’s a goal. Who knows, maybe I’m a stay-at-home non-dad because you and Meg become internet famous.”

“Non-dad?” Megan asked with a grin.

“Cat-dad or dog-dad are possibilities. If you’d like to submit an application.”

She laughed. 

I sent Nathan photos of Domonkos’ property. “If we’re dreaming big and work commutes don’t matter, something like this would be amazing. Look at how beautiful that is.”

“Probably puts us out of the delivery radius for the food we like,” Nathan half-joked. “You’re not kidding about the views, though.”

“We’d have to goblin-proof and meth-head-proof the property,” Megan said. “Now that I say that out loud, dealing with the goblin half of that problem sounds like the easier part.”

I wobbled my head back and forth as I thought. “I can talk to my friend at the DOH about how serious that problem really is. We found the one lab, but we’ve never run into anyone. Same is true of our hunts. Signs of people pop up, but no one has been attached to them. I also haven’t done that many sweeps, all things considered.”

“That’s true.”

“I’m in favor of this plan too,” Nathan added. “I support any plan that lets me retire before forty, really.”

“Well, we’re seeing it in person tomorrow,” Megan replied. “Could be we hate it.”

But we didn’t.
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                Traveling through rural Pennsylvania, especially as you near the Allegheny Mountains, is strange because the dense forests hide the grandeur of the land around you. For miles, you can’t see more than a few dozen yards into the woods on either side of the road, and then suddenly you round the right corner on the right hill and are treated to a sweeping vista of tree-covered mountains stretching out to the horizon. This time of year, they were all reds and yellows and oranges from changing leaves, adding to the feeling that you were seeing a fleeting moment of stunning beauty.

It’s majestic, humbling, and short-lived because the road dives right back into the forest to obscure the beauty again. To me, it felt like swimming underwater. When I poked my head up to take a gulp of air, I saw a whole world that was always there yet hidden from me. Then it disappeared when I went back under.

Megan and I sat in the front seat of a pickup truck with the words “farm use only” spray-painted across the side. Despite my arguing, I ended up in the middle, squished between Megan and Domonkos with a shifter sticking up between my legs. We bounced down a dirt road that was barely two tire paths in thick grass.

Domonkos reminded me of the old men I met briefly in Johnstown, the ones sitting outside the convenience store first thing in the morning to play dominoes. He was gray and wrinkled and wore big wireframe glasses that I associated with the 70s and early 80s, the style favored by working men across the country. His nose had the shape and dimensions of a golf ball, and tufts of dark hair sprouted from his ears.

He smelled like a basement.

“My granddaddy and great uncle loved this land,” he told us as he drove. “Before the gates, folks would come out here to see the caves, a couple thousand a year, going back to the 1800s. Was even popular during the Great Depression if you’ve heard anything about that.”

That was the first time Domonkos had mentioned caves on his property.

“Are the goblins in the caves?” Megan asked.

“Could be. All this business with the goblins started when I was cleaning out my pa’s place. He had told me about the caves when I was a boy, of course, but I never got to see them. Then I found a box full of maps and deeds, but I can’t get to it. Started to try, but all the old trails and roads got washed out and grown over years ago, and I’m not as young as I used to be.”

“How did the-” I began, but Domonkos kept talking. Our contact said Domonkos had been pheasant hunting when he encountered goblins, not trying to access a specific set of caves. I decided it wasn’t a detail worth quibbling over, so I let him continue.

“The route my daddy took is at the end of this road,” he said. “Used to be a reservoir out here, and then it’s about a mile and a half to the caves, according to the maps. Whole hillside eroded, and I don’t got the bones for rock climbing. Started trying to find a way around and saw goblin tracks. I’m as tough as they come, but one senior citizen against a dozen goblins doesn’t have a happy ending. So I came home.”

Megan leaned forward to talk past me as we bounced up and down. “And the EPA didn’t help?”

Domonkos snorted. “They’re the only part of the government more useless than the CDM. Said they couldn’t find any signs of goblins and moved on. I bet they never even got out of the truck to look. Just drove around.”

“The job is to kill the goblins so you can get to the caves?” Megan asking that question told me she wanted the same clarification I did.

“I want to see them before my time’s up, you know?”

Megan and I nodded. 

We stopped so suddenly that I nearly went through the windshield. “Gotta walk it from here,” Domonkos mumbled as he climbed out of the cab.

As Megan and I got our gear out of the truck bed, Domonkos added, “I know this isn’t a one-day problem. I’m a reasonable man. Want you to know that.”

“Thank you,” I replied. “Let’s figure out what we’re dealing with.”

“And make sure you kids don’t get lost and die.”

“That too.”

We had been hiking for only ten minutes or so when Domonkos pointed at the ground. “Tracking was one of the things yinz wanted to learn. Am I remembering that right?”

“Yes,” Megan answered.

Domonkos squatted and pointed at two long indents in the soil. “This here is from a deer. My daddy taught me to track by starting with deer. Lots of ‘em around and the prints are simple enough. Like training wheels.”

Megan and I listened intently. We weren’t wearing our helmets, and the drone was packed in a case in Megan’s bag, but she had the forethought to bring a selfie stick. She held that now to record Domonkos’ lesson.

“The first thing you gotta learn is that the search isn’t as big as you think it is. A greenhorn sees a footprint and then looks around at this great big forest. Feels overwhelming. How are you going to find another track with all that ground to search? You don’t. You gotta make your world real small. You’re not searching the whole forest. No, sir. You’re looking for the next track.”

Domonkos pointed to another track less than an arm's length farther down the trail.

“When a deer is walking, their step is maybe a foot and a half. Eventually, you learn to look at tracks, and you can tell how much of a hurry they were in, which changes the gait. Don’t worry about that just yet. Foot and a half. That’s all the farther my search is going to be. The tracks are pointing this direction, so that narrows it down more. And here we go, another step.”

Sure enough, there was another deer print. 

“Not searching the whole forest. Not even looking all the way around me. I’ve got a piece of pie that’s a foot and a half long, and I block out all the rest.”

“What if you don’t find anything?” Megan asked.

Domonkos grinned. “Then your world gets a little bit bigger. Looking at my next piece of pie… Not seeing another track, but this part of the trail is baked hard from the sun. If I imagine she stepped on that and continued another pace, then I would find… Another print when the ground softens up again.”

He pointed to the next print.

“If I didn’t find this one, then I might search a few more paces in the direction I think she went. Still nothing? I backtrack and pick another piece of pie to search. If that comes up empty, then I might go back to the trail I thought was right the first time and play it out for a bit. If I’m lucky, I pick up the trail again.”

“You make it sound easy,” Megan said, paying close attention.

Laughing, Domonkos replied, “Well, it ain’t. The clues get pretty damn small when you’re not working with mud or snow. Could be a small batch of disturbed leaves, or maybe part of a berry bush is bitten off. Might only be a little extra dirt on the rocky slope they went over. 

“Folks think a really good tracker is someone who is good at seeing stuff like that, and that’s part of it, sure. The real trick? How many blanks can they go before finding the next clue? That means being able to picture all the steps a critter would take that didn’t leave tracks so you can pick the trail up eight or nine steps later. That’s hard as all hell, but I seen it happen.”

Later on in the hike, Domonkos let Megan and me practice on a new set of deer prints, and he was right. It wasn’t easy, but it was easier than I expected. Following his process of making my search area smaller, piece by piece, helped a lot. My practice thinking like a goblin to spot their traps seemed applicable here.

But we hadn’t seen goblin prints yet. 

According to Domonkos, a goblin stride was a little smaller than a deer’s, but there seemed to be more variation in goblin sizes than in whitetail deer.

Eventually, we reached a gully with a rock face on the other side.

“Used to be more of a hill right here,” Domonkos explained, pointing across the creek. “Now we gotta go downstream half a mile. That gets you around this problem, but then you’re totally off the trail. Gets rockier than all hell too, so making up a new path ain’t easy either.”

Walking along the creek exposed us to a litany of animal tracks–raccoons, squirrels, rabbits, birds, and even a mountain lion. 

“That looks like a dog to me,” Megan said, studying the pawprint.

“Sure does, but it’s mountain lion,” Domonkos replied. “I was taught to look for two things first to help you tell. First, see how there’s no claw marks?”

The toes of the print were rounded. No visible points.

Domonkos drew an outline of the print in the mud. “If this was a dog, you’d see their claws at the tips of the toes.” He scratched a point on each of his toe prints.

Megan lit up like she finally understood a math problem. “But cats can retract their claws.”

“You got it. Next big thing to look for is the heel of the print. A dog’s got a heel like a triangle. One point between the toes, then two points spread out from that on the back.”

“Like a heart,” Megan said as Domonkos drew that too.

“Suppose so, yeah. But if you look at the mountain lion…”

The mountain lion’s heel resembled more of an M-shape if you tried to write it with a thick paintbrush so the individual lines all mushed together, two points between the toes and then three at the back of the heel.

Domonkos brushed his hands on his pants as he stood. “Probably won’t have trouble picking out a goblin print. No small children living in these woods.”

The rock face we needed to navigate around never fully disappeared, but there was a point low enough that we could finally get over it.

Domonkos visibly struggled with that part of the trail. Climbing, even briefly, required more upper body strength and general flexibility than his worn body would allow.

Like he said earlier, the way forward from here was almost all rocks, enough that a perfectly healthy person would worry for the safety of their ankles. With all the cracks and loose stones, even a step that looked solid could shift suddenly.

“This was where I saw goblin tracks,” Domonkos said, tracing a trail with a finger point from the forest ahead to the creek we had just crossed behind us. “Looked like they came down this way to get water.”

“How long ago was this?” I asked.

“Two, three months. Doesn’t look like they come here for water no more, but that don’t mean they’re gone. They’ve just relocated.”

Neither Megan nor I disagreed with that conclusion. 

“Here’s what I want yinz to do for me,” Domonkos continued. “Find me a path to the caves that I can manage. I know, I know. You don’t know shit about being out here. I got radios, and I got a fancy GPS, same kind Army Rangers use. I’ll teach you a bit more about not getting lost and all, and you can strike out on your own. If you ain’t idiots, you should be fine. If you get lost, you can radio me and boot up your GPS. I’ll guide you home.”

This hunt was a lot lighter on goblins than I really expected. The real job here was to chart a trail easy enough for Domonkos to follow. While I believed goblins were still around somewhere, these were mountains. If they moved their nest, we might not run across signs of them between here and this cave system Domonkoswas so interested in. If we didn’t happen to find goblins along the way? It sounded like we might not keep looking if Domonkos got what he wanted.

Furthermore, I didn’t share Domonkos’ confidence in our ability to navigate a mountain forest alone.

“I don’t know about going out there by ourselves…” Megan said. That sounded like her concerns were similar to mine.

“I’ll teach you everything you need to know, and what we’re talking about is less than a day trip. The old trail took an hour according to my granddaddy. Even adding a few hours to that for the detour, still plenty of time to get there and back before the sun goes down.”

“What about teaching us the camping part?”

Domonkos pondered that question for a moment. “How about this: When you got part of a trail ready, I’ll walk it with you, and we’ll set up camp at the end of it. Can school you real good then.”

Megan was satisfied with that answer. She looked at me to see if I agreed.

“I’m willing to see how it goes,” I said.

Domonkos smiled. “And people say your generation is hopeless. Come on. We can get a little more tracking practice in on the way back, and then we’ll get you copies of the maps I got. And some coffee. Actually, coffee and pie. Talking about pie back there got me thinking about cherry pie and that sauce that comes with it. Mmm mmm mmm.”
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                On the ride home after our first day with Domonkos, Megan raised a concern: “Are we going to lose viewers if we do a video without actually killing something?”

“I’d guess so.”

“That’s bad if we want the channel to keep growing.”

“We could drop this cave project and stick to SOCs if we want more certainty about finding wild monsters.”

Megan propped an elbow on the passenger door and leaned her head into her hand. “After the snake, it’s hard not to think we’re asking to get bit if we keep doing things that way.”

“Agreed.”

“Ugh, this sucks.”

“I don’t want to get killed trying to appease viewers, to be clear, but I feel the pressure too. Frank could drop Beth’s apprenticeship if we lose our audience. I don't want that to happen.”

“And that completes the circle,” Megan said. “The Domonkos project might lose us viewers, so we could focus more on SOCs, but SOCs could kill us too, so developing leads where we know what monsters to expect is the smart move. Hence the Domonkos project.”

“Quitting the CDM would give us time to do both, but I can’t afford a risk like that yet.”

“Me neither.”

Megan watched the road for a few quiet minutes. “This secret CDM target you have, I know you can’t tell me about it, but are you making progress?”

“Not that I’m aware of.”

“Does that worry you?”

“This would be easier if I could just tell you the story,” I grumbled. “I have no insight into anything beyond the glimmer of a possible hope. That’s not going to change any time soon, I don’t think.”

“So quitting the CDM would be on the table for you?”

“If there’s enough money for bills on that table too, yes.”

Megan laughed. “Fair.”

“We could see Domonkos on Saturdays and then try a SOC on Sundays. I don’t know how long I’d have the energy for that, though.”

“Yeah. Even one gate cull during the week would wreck that routine pretty quickly. And we agree that taking fewer culls isn’t an option, correct? We need to level.”

“Definitely correct.” After a stretch of quiet, I asked, “Are you excited to graduate from being an intern?” 

Megan’s internship officially ended on Monday, and I was only one month behind her.

“I’m excited to be done, but I kind of feel like the CDM is stalling.”

“How so?”

“Saito and Leminson had more nuanced discussions about career direction with higher-ups before placement. I was told I’d move up to enforcer in the Pittsburgh office. That’s it. I get the sense they are delaying real decisions until all this shit with doomers settles down.”

“Were you hoping for something different?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m happy with enforcer, but I don’t like being a total afterthought when I’ve seen other interns get it better.”

“That’s fair,” I conceded.

Megan’s phone buzzed. She studied her screen for a few moments.

“Can I plug my phone in?” she asked. “We should probably listen to this.”

“Go for it.”

An ad for a workplace injury attorney played before the video began–audio only for me since I was driving, but Megan could watch.

“Three gates held by the Mormon Church were hit by crawlers this evening,” a woman’s voice said. “There were no survivors. The attackers left an envelope at each site with the same message inside: ‘We solemnly swear to support and defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic. Politicizing dungeon gates puts our families and our homes at risk. The occupation of dungeon gates must stop.’”

The woman continued, saying, “State governments across the country are on high alert for copycat attacks at occupied dungeon gates and church communities that have expressed support for occupations. In light of the scale of the problem, the National Guard is being mobilized to every major city.

“A CDM spokesperson says that the agency’s stance hasn’t changed. Until occupiers interact with the gate directly, the matter is out of their jurisdiction. The area around a gate doesn’t become the purview of the CDM until a gate has been cleared according to harvester safety standards and workers arrive on site to begin that harvest. 

“The exception is that if a gate comes within four hours of surging. At that point, the CDM is authorized to close a dungeon gate ‘by any means necessary,’ but no occupation has lasted long enough to test the CDM’s response to such a scenario, and they will not comment on what the response would be.

“The House has convened an emergency session to address this crisis, but no details have been released as to potential solutions. This all comes on the heels of the frost giant crisis, which still has government leaders calling for more robust management of the wilds.”

“Good lord,” Megan whispered to herself. “A job with the CDM is supposed to be boring as hell. That’s what everyone said to me, at least.”

“I heard the same.”

“I don’t see how anyone but the crawlers ‘win’ in this case, but the CDM is going to bury everyone in fees and policies if that’s how this goes. How is this only a problem in the US and not in Europe?”

“They’re way less religious,” I said, “and they started taxing churches decades ago. I read a few Redditors saying that’s what ends this. The government removes the tax-exempt status and offers a set amount of gate credits to churches for ‘free.’”

“Would that work?”

I laughed. “I think the churches would completely lose their shit if they caught even a whiff of a tax change.”

“Yeah. That sounds right to me. This thing is just going to get uglier, and it will stay ugly for a long time.”

“Probably.”



Megan and I got back late Saturday night, and it felt like I had just lain down on the couch to sleep when my phone buzzed.

“A D gate needs cullers by 4 a.m. Are you available?”

“Yes,” I grunted.

“Thank you for your service. I am texting you the address now.”

When I searched directions for the GPS, my eyes squinting to see through the brightness of the screen, I had to reread the trip estimate twice. Then I made sure I searched the right address.

This D gate was an hour and a half away, which assumed that all of the roads and bridges the GPS wanted me to take were still, in fact, passable. That far out from the city, a single detour could turn into the long way around all too easily.

Another hour and a half in the car. Ugh. I had just driven to Uniontown and back. Another three hours in the car that early in the morning? More and more I understood why the CDM played these little mind games with voluntary dungeon culls. If I was allowed to see the drive distance before agreeing to the run, I would have said no.

Just like I would say no to a Roach Run if I knew that’s what it was ahead of time.

This D gate was on the other side of a small state college town named Indiana. The school shuttered a long time ago, and most of the town was deserted, but a small contingent of residents still hung on. Not that you could tell that was the case at 3 a.m. No streetlights, no porch lights, only the occasional eye-shines of opossums, raccoons, and rats. Indiana looked just as abandoned as any place Sean and I had inspected.

Driving down another dirt road, this one worryingly narrow, I pulled in behind a cluster of cars at the edge of a small stream called “Two Lick Creek.” The remains of a two-lane concrete bridge were behind the gate, and its size didn’t seem right, like it was overkill for going over a body of water that small.

When I got out of my car, I heard one of the crawlers say that this used to be a reservoir. The dam was destroyed a while back, so at one point, the scale of the bridge did, in fact, make sense. The gate itself was at the very edge of the stream. It looked like a roughly assembled wooden palisade and reminded me of a colonial reenactment.

A familiar voice called, “If it isn’t Intern Enforcer Gray!”

Enforcer McDouglas sat on the hood of his CDM SUV dressed more like a construction worker than a crawler. I couldn’t see it, but I assumed he had an obnoxiously bright polo shirt under his rugged canvas jacket. A pair of pants made from the same material and a pair of heavy-duty steel-toed boots completed the ensemble. A sword and shield leaned against the bumper at his feet, but I didn’t see any other armor or gear around that seemed to be his.

Three other crawlers in standard CDM martial class gear stood nearby.

A more curious detail caught my attention: “Have you been tanning?” I asked.

He laughed. “Spent a little too much time working outside. Didn’t pay enough attention and got a wicked sunburn. This lovely baked hue is the result.”

“I thought you might be on vacation since you haven’t been in the office.”

“I wish. No, I’ve been shackled to the grindstone this whole time.”

“I can imagine,” I said. And I could. Anything CDM-related had become an increasingly worse shit show. “Are you joining the run or leading it?”

He grinned. “You get to call me captain today. We’re waiting for one more, by the way, so you have time to get geared up.”

I nodded and did just that. At this point, I could get into or out of my full crawl kit in just a few minutes. The various buckles and straps and cinches were second nature.

“Whoa,” one of the other cullers said. He was a burly man and carried a mace. “The intern is packing heat.”

McDouglas wrinkled his face. “He sure is. May I see that?”

I handed my lesser ironwood bow to McDouglas. He ran his fingers along the frame and held it up to assess the curve. 

He whistled and offered it back to me. “What truck did this fall off of?”

My laugh came out more nervous than I would have liked. “I got lucky and found a deal.”

“Lucky isn’t a strong enough word for it,” he said. “I’ve never seen an intern get their hands on something this nice. Next time you spot a deal like that, you call me, okay?”

McDouglas and the other crawlers chuckled. 

A phone dinged. McDouglas checked his. “The guard can’t make it after all. We’ll be fine to run this without him. Mount up, everyone.”

The other crawlers looked nervously between one another. If McDouglas noticed their concern, he didn’t comment or act on it. 

“Don’t you need to put on your armor, sir?” the same burly man from before asked.

“Don’t worry about me, barbarian. Worrying about yourself should keep you busy enough.”

A little embarrassed, the man nodded.

In truth, I think all of us had the same question, but the barbarian was the only one brave enough to ask. Maybe McDouglas was leveled enough that a D gate was that trivial in his mind? He could also be crazy. I had seen a few hints of that too in our time together, but nothing that would make me think he would run a gate without real armor.

Unfortunately, the gate wasn’t all that challenging, so I didn’t get a real look at what McDouglas was capable of. A lower D-ranked vermin gate, the frontline didn’t stay very busy. With my dex, the power of my build really shone. Dual Nocking was a waste, but Piercing Shot put in work. I could snipe most of the giant rats crawling down the tunnels at us, leaving a manageable few for the others to smash and stab.

McDouglas didn’t really participate. He let the other volunteers manage the bulk of the kills. 

The boss of this particular gate was a semi-rare variant: the corpse of a fat den mother rat sat in the middle of the room. When we entered, a botfly the size of a motorcycle burst from the body, followed by a handful of smaller botflies and dozens of crawling larvae.

My dex build was a good fit for this encounter as well, and two of the other volunteers had encountered this variant before. Between their experience, my speed, and McDouglas’ coaching from the back, we managed the boss fight just fine. 

Surprisingly–from my perspective, at least–the larvae were the trickiest enemies of the bunch. They moved with the swiftness of normal-sized rats, and the botflies distracted us enough that we didn’t notice the larvae climbing the ceiling of the boss room until they started falling on us. If the botflies had been more of a challenge, that surprise could have been deadly, but for us, it was a gross way to get startled.

On our way out of the gate, McDouglas drifted to the back to speak with me.

“Looks like you’ve been training,” he said.

“Yeah. As much as I can.”

“Heard you drew a hobgoblin variant on a D gate a little while ago.”

I nodded.

“From the notes, I didn’t agree with the call to push your group to the boss fight. I get why the captain made that choice, but it was pretty damn risky.”

“It wasn’t the easiest crawl I’ve had,” I joked.

“Sounded like you handled yourself. Good work.”

“Thank you.”

“Well, have a good drive back,” McDouglas said, clapping me on the back. “See you tomorrow.”

The XP for that vermin gate sucked, by the way:

XP Progress: 626/3200

251 XP wasn’t nothing, but with the rate the CDM assigned D-ranked gates, it would be another two and a half months at best before I got to level 7. 
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The Archer-Mage Against the Undead Legion

by ok-walrus


Everything is messed up with Elanil’s class.

In her past life, she was a game developer tired to death from endless crunch. Now she wakes up in the body of an elven ranger with DPS-mage and healer abilities—the glitch of transfer into the world where classes are normally homogeneous.

As cool as it may be, such skill versatility causes her a lot of headache: from creating appropriate weapons, armor, and artifacts to fine-tuning her build in order to compete on equal terms with those who are professionals in their class.

As if that wasn’t enough, rumors from the far south speak of entire nations fleeing from their homes, chased by armies of walking dead awaken by an unknown will. The last-minute plot change she was unaware of.

Armed with a weird combination of abilities, Elanil has to navigate through the very world she once helped to create and must try to save it from being devoured by the sinister Undead Legion.















                

                Megan’s desk being empty was strange. Five months wasn’t all that long, but the familiarity and predictability of a simple work morning had carved a routine for me. Routines were comfortable, or maybe the better way to put that is that routines were “comforting.” The active process of going through a routine gave you a sense of control over your life that didn’t really exist, but it felt good to pretend. 

I would see her again soon. She was still on this floor, but I didn’t know where yet. I suspected she had a whole new batch of trainings to officially welcome her to being a full-time enforcer. That sounded on par with my CDM experience so far, so I might not see her for a few days.

Stranger yet, no new intern had arrived to replace her. Every other time an intern graduated, a new person replaced them right away. Maybe this had something to do with all the raging conflicts around the country? That seemed like something that could gum up the works of bureaucracy.

Enforcer McDouglas said that he would see me that day. I never actually saw him in the office, however. That wasn’t unusual, but he was the only one who knew I knew about the Unsung Heroes Project. More importantly, he was the only one aware of my interest in being a part of it. If he wasn’t around, how could I prove myself?

But maybe that was for the best. I received this text from Beth:

“I think mom has been waiting outside Frank’s. I thought I saw her Friday, and I’m pretty sure I just saw her driving away.”

“Just now?”

“Yeah.”

“Need me to come down there?”

“No. I think she’s gone but wanted to warn you in case she was still around. How does she know about the apprenticeship? Did she follow me from the apartment? From work?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. That’s a new level of insanity, though.”

“But is it surprising?”

“I guess not.”

“Maybe we should move out of Pittsburgh when we can.”

“They’ll also be going north soon, right?”

“That’s true. I wonder how all these attacks have affected their plans. They might not be going anymore for all we know.”

“You’re okay right now, though?”

“Yes. Thanks. See you for dinner tonight.”

“No problem. Let me know if something changes.”

“You’ve got that face,” Megan said when I put my phone down. She leaned over my cubicle wall the way Enforcer Grensmith did when he needed an intern. Maybe she wasn’t as bogged down as I expected if she was already visiting my cube.

“What face is that?”

“The ‘I’m too tired for this shit’ face.”

I laughed. “Okay, yeah. That’s exactly how I feel.”

“Everything okay?”

“Beth thinks she’s seen my mom following her to Frank’s.”

Megan cocked her head. “For real?”

“I’d like it if she was just being paranoid and seeing things, but that’s not like her,” I said.

“I never got that impression of her either. Well, let me know if I can do anything. I should get back to my desk.”

Sighing, I put my eyes back on my computer screen. This spreadsheet wasn’t going to proof itself.



That evening was one of the dullest I had in a while. Nathan and Megan were at her place to celebrate her first day as a full-fledged enforcer. Beth and Jonathan were supposed to meet me for dinner, but she got called into a shift at Milly’s. The apprenticeship was unpaid, so she needed the hours. I worried that the weight of what was essentially two full-time jobs would get to her.

More than that, I worried it would get to her and she would hide that fact from me. No matter how many times I told Beth she didn’t have to work herself to death in order to contribute to bills, she didn’t want to be a burden. 

In my aimless scrolling during crawler streams, I made the mistake of checking the Dungeon Divas channel. Last night Megan uploaded the video from our time learning how to track with Domonkos, and the view count was barely in the thousands. The upload was still relatively fresh, admittedly, but it seemed obvious to me that viewers were turned off by the lack of excitement.

And I couldn’t blame them. I wouldn’t watch a video of three people staring at mud for a few hours.

The last time I remember looking at the time, it was close to midnight. When Beth shook me awake, it was after 3 a.m. For a shift at the bar, that wasn’t an outrageous hour for her to get in. A little later than usual, maybe, but a tough closing shift did that sometimes.

Her eyes were puffy, and her face was tense.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“You’re going to be mad, but I have to tell you. Dor, I messed up. I messed up big, and I think Jonathan is in trouble.”

I turned on a lamp as I sat up. “Slow down. Take a beat and start from the beginning.”

“Jonathan and I were supposed to crash a gate tonight. I got called in for work, so he went without me. You can be as mad as you want and hate me too–I deserve that–but he didn’t come home, and his phone is going straight to voicemail.”

The fugue of recent REM sleep slowed my ability to process. “Did you say you planned to crash a gate?”

“Yes.”

“Is that something you’ve done before?”

“A few times, yes.”

“Jesus Christ, Beth,” I said, putting my face in my hands. 

Months ago, I considered checking her location sharing every now and then, but I told myself that was a violation of her privacy if I didn’t think anything was wrong. I should have checked it. I should have caught this. 

“This is the worst fucking time to do that shit,” I groaned.

“I know. I was stupid. Really, really stupid.”

“Okay. So Jonathan went anyway?”

“Yes. It was going to be our first D gate.”

“D?! What fucking level are you?”

“I’m a recent level 3 and Jonathan was almost to 5…”

My little sister crashed enough gates to get from level 1 to level 3, and I never suspected a thing? How could that be possible? How many times had she told me she was going to Milly’s but went crashing instead?

Those questions were important, but they could wait.

“Maybe his phone died, or he lost it.”

Beth shook her head. “I feel it in my heart. Something’s wrong.”

“When was the last time you heard from him?”

She showed me a selfie with a small wooden doorframe in the background. The camera flash was harsh, but it made the gate plain enough to see in the dark of night. “He sent me this before he went in. That was the last message he sent.”

I looked at the timestamp. 11:33 p.m.

“When you crashed, how much time did you give yourselves?” I asked.

“Thirty minutes.”

Which was the standard duration most gate crashers recommended. Even if that ran long, he should have been out of the gate well before 3 a.m.

The tension growing in my chest was similar to what Beth was feeling, I imagined.

“Do you have the gate address?”

She nodded and texted it to me.

I logged into the crawler portal from my phone with my CDM credentials, which was a perfectly normal practice for anyone in the CDM. Window shopping open gates at strange hours was something of a hobby for a lot of my coworkers, I had learned. Myself included.

“Satellite data says that gate closed at 1:07 a.m.,” I said. 

That was bad. That meant the crawlers of record arrived and cleared the gate. If Jonathan was crashing when they showed up…

“Fuck.”

“What?” Beth asked.

I should have been able to hold that exclamation in, but it popped out before I realized I was speaking. Holding my finger up, I pulled up my contacts and made a call.

“Gray?” a groggy McDouglas answered. 

“I’m really sorry to bother you, and there’s a lot to explain, but I know of a crasher who went missing tonight. The gate he was targeting is closed now.”

“When?”

“1:07 a.m.”

“And you think this was a CK?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Martin Kielar is listed as the captain of record for the crawl.”



A knock came at the door around 3:45 a.m. McDouglas, wearing sweatpants, a hoodie, and a ball cap, was on the other side.

“Come in,” I said.

He followed me to the kitchen table.

Beth looked at him, surprised. “Benny?”

“Hey, kid.”

“You’re CDM?”

McDouglas nodded. 

“Am I getting arrested?”

He shook his head. “First thing we do is check the gate site. You can explain everything on the way.”

McDouglas drove, and for the first time, it wasn’t a CDM vehicle. Instead, we piled into an SUV outfitted for off-roading. It had a lift kit, big chunky tires, a winch on the back, and thick, round metal rods for bumpers. The paint was a sparkling black, as if he washed it right before he came to my apartment, and the interior was luxury leather. I don’t know shit about speaker systems, but that sounded nice too.

On our way out of the city, McDouglas asked Beth to tell him everything she could think of about the crash.

“Jonathan met some people online who invited him crashing,” Beth began. “Nobody used their real names, only handles, and we never had a part of picking what gates to crash. The captain did that–a guy who called himself JuicyPulp, or JP for short–and we just showed up at the right time. Jonathan wanted to be a crawler so badly he was willing to do anything for levels, and I wanted to unlock another weapon proficiency. Bow, since I’m apprenticing with a bowyer.”

“Who else was going to meet you?”

“I don’t know. Jonathan didn’t tell me, and I don’t know that he was ever told either.”

“Levels?”

“Jonathan is level 4, and JP said he was level 11. The times I got to go, the other crashers were usually between levels 4 and 7.”

“Your level?”

“I’m level 3…” Beth answered shamefully.

McDouglas nodded as he drove, thinking. “Okay. You’re right that something could have gone wrong, but that doesn’t mean it actually did. A boyfriend being MIA for a few hours could be for any number of reasons, so let’s not assume the worst until we learn more.”

“Okay,” Beth managed.

This gate had appeared in the midst of an old house foundation wedged into the bottom of a tiny valley, right next to a creek. When Beth and I were kids, our parents would have called it a “holler.”

We parked several lots away from the gate site itself. “Gray, you’re with me,” McDouglas said. “Beth, you stay in the car. Keep trying his phone, and try anyone who knows him. Friends, family, coworkers. Blast them all to see if they’ve heard anything.”

“I want to come with you and help.”

“Nope. Sitting here and dialing is how you help.”

I looked at Beth and shook my head, encouraging her to do as McDouglas said. Reluctantly, she stayed in her seat and shut the door.

I walked with McDouglas up the street to where the gate had been. His flashlight darted about as he took in the scene. 

In what would have been the house’s front yard in happier years, his light lingered on a pair of tire tracks in tall grass. The area immediately around the tracks was stomped down by foot traffic, like a party gearing up for a crawl, and there were a few cigarette butts as well.

“What do you see?” McDouglas asked as he crouched next to the tracks.

“The Mill Rats usually ride into a gate in one vehicle, from what I’ve seen,” I said. “I’d guess that these tracks are theirs.”

“What don’t you see?”

“Cars for the crashers.”

“Yep,” he replied, standing. He scanned the surroundings with his flashlight. “Let’s see if we can find them.”

Neither of us expected those cars to be right next door. Smart crashers usually parked somewhere out of the way to approach gates on foot and in secret. This was a tight road, though. Their only real options were down the street in either direction, but that wasn’t very sneaky at all. You could end up taking the same way out that the crawlers were taking in if you did it that way.

Circling the lot, I saw more stomped-down grass, like a single-file trail. No, this wasn’t me being a tracking savant after one lesson with an eccentric old man. Abandoned lots didn’t get mowed, and flattened grass next to tall grass was hard to miss.

Following it with my flashlight, the trail seemed to lead down to the creekbed. 

Okay. That would be kind of clever. Park on the other side of the stream and cross where it was shallow. There wasn’t a whole lot of forest over there, however. This was a proper holler, so there were only a few trees and then a steep hillside. 

“Take a look at this!” I yelled so McDouglas would hear. 

He appeared at my side a few seconds later.

“Does it look like this trail goes down to the creek?” I asked.

“Sure does.” McDouglas shined his flashlight to the other bank, thought for a moment, and then stomped across to investigate. I followed.

Whoever had come through wasn’t worried about someone following them, apparently. They stomped down the few scrubby plants around the trees and broke half a dozen low-hanging branches along the way.

A few twists down the trail and along the stream, we exited the holler onto several more abandoned lots, bordered by a road that twisted just enough to reach them before cutting sharply around the terrain of the valley. There was more concrete here than in the first lot we saw, but there was still enough grass and weeds that the paths of multiple vehicles were readily apparent.

But no cars.

I put my hands on my hips and frowned. “This is good news, right? If their cars aren’t here, that means they had to have left with them.”

McDouglas didn’t immediately reply. He circled the lots, studied where they met the road, and walked a few paces with his mind imagining something. I couldn’t say what, but he made the stiff, thoughtful motions of a cop on a procedural television show picturing how a crime played out based on evidence at the scene.

“Look at this,” he said.

His flashlight shone on a pair of tire tracks tight together when I arrived at his side.

“This was left from a dually. See how there are four back tires instead of two?”

“I do now,” I admitted.

Next, he traced the lights to the road. “See how the dually did a lot of backing up and turning around?”

“Yes.”

“One of the crashers could have been into big pickups, or these tracks are from a tow truck. And it made more than one trip.”
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An avid MMORPG player finds herself trapped in the world of an otome game she’s barely touched—and only out of obligation.

Now inhabiting the body of Bianca, the plain and overlooked friend of the villainess, she's exhilarated by the chance to live in a world brimming with magic. Determined to make the most of her knowledge of the game's opening events, she ventures into a beginner's dungeon to gain strength. But when a seed of darkness disguised as an innocent puppy crosses her path, her plans spiral out of control. It pushes her to level up, seize an overwhelming power, and face the temptation of becoming the next dark overlord.



What to expect:

No harem.

Posting schedule: Tuesdays, Fridays, and Sundays.

Dungeons, academy, empire building. A contract with the darkness. An isekai story where the MC has the potential to become the most powerful hero ever (or the villain, or the demon king...). A slow development of the MC's potential. An OP, devastating ability that the MC can only use once per day—and it's better if she avoids using it. A world where leveling up is difficult and the dungeons are controlled by the army. A system of magical affinities based on personality.
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                Before he handed me his keys, McDouglas said, “We’re not putting Beth on paper. If you don’t mention her, then I won’t have to either. Take her home, and then come back here with eight cups of tea.”

I did as he asked. Beth was pretty shaken up, but she got especially reserved and quiet on the ride to the apartment. That was a survival mechanism for my family, I realized. Being outwardly upset just made the people around you angry, so you learned to keep it in where it wouldn’t bother anyone.

She insisted that she still go to her apprenticeship that morning. It was too new and too big of an opportunity for her to call off this early, she argued. I tried to convince Beth that it would be fine to do it just once, but if I was being honest, I would have had the exact same fears were I in her shoes. I too would have gone into work, trying to pretend that someone I loved wasn’t missing–and most likely dead.

If I had more friends, I would have asked one of them to check in on her, but Nathan had work, and so did Megan. Furthermore, I wasn’t technically allowed to reveal anything, as I was a CDM employee and this was now a CDM investigation, but I also worried how sharing this with anyone could affect Beth’s safety. The more people who knew she had any involvement with gate crashing, the more exposed she was.

Nathan and Megan would never knowingly betray Beth, but good people slipped up all the time. The best way to protect Beth was to keep this locked up on every front.

When I returned to the crash site, I understood why McDouglas told me to bring so many cups of tea. Two CDM vehicles were already on the scene. One belonged to Enforcer Chapman, and the other belonged to Investigator Dempson, whom I hadn’t seen since my first day on the CK investigation.

“Must really trust him to let him borrow your ride,” Dempson said as I approached with cardboard tea carriers in hand.

“It was early. I wasn’t thinking straight,” McDouglas joked, happily accepting one of the teas.

Chapman eyed me suspiciously but thanked me for the tea nonetheless.

“So what do you got?” Dempson asked.

“Enforcer Gray figured it out,” McDouglas answered. “He can walk us through it.”

Stumbling and stammering, I showed Chapman and Dempson the trail across the creek and pointed out the dual-tire tracks where we believed the crashers’ cars used to be.

Dempson scratched his beard. “Might get lucky and spot a tow truck on a traffic cam, but we’re not exactly close to any of those all the way down here. Not a chance they called any old service for this either. This would be off the books through someone they trust.”

“We know the crashers, right?” Chapman asked. “Might get a hit on their vehicles getting sold.”

McDouglas shook his head. “My tip only had the name of one crasher and a username for another. Gray is going to run the username for me when we get back to the office, but I’m not optimistic.”

“So we can ID one vehicle, potentially. He could have ridden in with a friend or borrowed someone else’s car.”

Dempson and McDouglas both nodded that they agreed.

Pulling out a notepad, Dempson asked, “Does splitting it up that way work for everyone? I’ll look into the tow truck. Chapman chases down whatever we can about the missing crasher we can ID. McDouglas digs into the username. Missing anything?”

“Doesn’t sound like it,” Chapman answered. “Probably goes without saying, but I think we should keep this out of the system for now. The fewer chances for the Mill Rats to catch wind of this, the better.”

That was met with universal agreement as well. 

Dempson eyed the teas sitting on his hood. “Lots of those left over…”

McDouglas grinned. “I got two extra for the both of you. I know better than to be around CDM when they aren’t caffeinated.”

“You really think I drink that much tea?” Chapman asked.

“So you don’t want the extras?”

Chapman narrowed her eyes and took her two extra cups without another word.



As soon as I was in the passenger seat, I pulled out my phone to begin searching.

“Looking up JuicyPulp?” Enforcer McDouglas asked as he buckled his seatbelt. He hadn’t started the engine yet.

“Yeah.”

“Don’t bother. I did that while you were getting tea. The only notes on him you’ll find are from me. JuicyPulp is a moderator for one of the crasher Discords I’m in.”

“What do we do next?” I asked.

“You and I need to have a hard talk about that.”

“Okay...”

“You being on this is a clear-cut conflict of interest,” he said. “No question that taking you off the case is what policy dictates. You have two choices. One: we do the safe thing and follow procedure. We’ll disclose your connection to one of the missing crashers, and the paper trail will prove we kept you out of it if this ends up in court.

“Two: We do some things we can’t take back to keep your name from showing up on anything. That would mean keeping your work on this case a secret, even from Chapman and Dempson. I want you to understand that doing it that way could go wrong in a half dozen different ways, especially if you don’t do what I tell you to when I tell you to. At a minimum, you lose your job. Getting charged with some form of fraud or investigation interference is also possible.”

“I’ll take option two,” I answered immediately. 

“How much of option two are you comfortable with?”

“Whatever it takes.”

“And you’ll follow my orders? You don’t get to argue in this deal.”

“Yes.”

McDouglas nodded and started the engine.

Once we were on the road, I asked, “He’s dead, isn’t he?”

“Most likely.”

I didn’t really need McDouglas to answer that question. I knew Jonathan was dead as soon as I saw Martin Kieler’s name on the gate record. Jonathan was killed in the dungeon, and his body was left there when the gate closed. He wasn’t just murdered. He was erased from existence.

I also understood how this worked. All of the evidence we had was circumstantial. We were unlikely to uncover anything that directly linked the Mill Rats to CKing. We could infer all sorts of shit, but we couldn’t prove any of it. And the chances that we ever could were virtually nonexistent.

McDouglas seemed motivated, though. Maybe there was something here that gave him hope.

A few blocks from the CDM offices, his phone dinged. He pulled off the side of the road at the first gap he found and blocked an alley while he read his screen.

He punched in a response with two quick-moving thumbs. Then he put the car into drive and made a U-turn.

“Something wrong?” I asked.

“I’m taking you home.”

“I don’t mind going right to work,” I said.

“That was a Discord message just now. I’ve sat in JuicyPulp’s Discord for two years, by the way. I DMed one of the other mods saying I hadn’t heard from Juicy, and added he was supposed to vet me for access to the private channels.”

“Oh.” It all made sense to me now. “You’re going undercover as a crasher. That’s clever.”

“I’m not,” McDouglas replied. “You are.”

“Huh?”

“When I confirm a time and place for vetting, you’re going in. I think there’s an angle here, and step one is getting you embedded with crashers. The only thing for you to worry about right now is convincing whoever steps in for Juicy that you’re a legit crasher.”

Yanking the wheel, McDouglas pulled over in front of a bank. He hopped out, stood at an ATM for a couple of minutes, and then got back into the driver’s seat.

He held out a wad of money for me to take. “Before you come in today, you’re going to buy a full kit of used gear. We can’t send you crashing with CDM standard issue anything. Try to pick items that have already seen a few crawls. If you can’t find something good that way, buy it new. Then take it home and beat the piss out of it so it looks shitty. When you do come in, say I sent you to city hall, where you waited for a bunch of paperwork only to learn I picked it up already.”

I nodded and took the money.

“I want the change back, for the record,” he quipped with an edge of seriousness. “There’s four grand there. Try not to flash all of it around at once.”

Four thousand dollars? I counted it. He wasn’t kidding. I had never seen so many one hundred dollar bills in one place in person.

“Are you worried about my bow giving me away?” I asked.

McDouglas laughed. “Honestly, that helps your cover. You don’t see CDM with gear like that hardly ever.”

Before he let me out at my apartment, McDouglas added, “Come into work when you’re done shopping. Stop by my office before you leave for the day.”

“Yes, sir.”



“What do you mean he took you off the case?” Beth texted me as I paid for a new suit of leather armor in cash. It was banged up, but it was better quality than what the CDM gave me. I wondered if I’d get to keep it when this was done.

Instead of texting Beth back, I stepped around the corner from the shop and called her.

“It’s a conflict of interest,” I explained. “If I’m involved, the whole case is at risk. To that end, the same goes with your name. We need to keep this quiet to keep you safe.”

“I don’t care about the risks. I want to help.” Woodworking equipment buzzed faintly in the background.

“Beth, I love you, but I have to call permadeath on this. You can say you haven’t seen him, but you can’t tell anyone he was a crasher. That includes Nathan and Megan.”

“We can’t trust them?”

“It’s not about trust. This is about protecting them too. No more texts about crashing to me or anyone. Don’t even try to sneakily ask for updates. These are dangerous people, and I need to know that I can rely on you to handle this right.”

She was quiet for a long pause. “That’s it? I don’t get to help at all?”

Beth clearly didn’t respect the rules of calling permadeath to the degree that Nathan did. “You have to stay as far from it as you can. If we fuck this up, my life is ruined. Your life is ruined. And the people in our lives could be in danger. Will you do what I asked?”

“Yes,” she answered weakly. “I promise.”

“Thank you. And I promise that this is the second most important thing to me right now.”

“What’s the first?” Beth asked.

“Keeping you safe.”



Megan and the interns were the only ones to ask why I was late for work, and everyone but Megan accepted my explanation without question. She didn’t say anything, but she held my eyes long enough to convey that she was suspicious before going back to her desk.

For the rest of the day, I found excuses to walk by McDouglas’ office, hoping he would loop me in on updates, but he didn’t return to the office until almost 8 p.m. that night.

“Wasn’t sure you’d wait,” he said when he saw me at my desk, alone in the intern cubicle. “Come.”

He gestured for me to take a seat in front of his desk as he closed his office door.

“First, I need you to sign this.” He pushed a stapled packet of papers toward me. “This makes you a criminal informant. If Kielar has friends high enough up the ladder to get this unsealed, we have bigger problems than your name getting out. Going this route allows me to use you as a source without having to name you in any official documents.”

I tried to read it, but I understood less than half of the language. Talking to a lawyer was the smartest thing I could do in that situation, but I decided, “fuck it," and signed.

McDouglas briefly flipped through the documents to make sure I signed in all the right places. Then he passed me a canvas pouch, zipped shut. It reminded me of what Beth’s boss at Milly’s used for bank deposits at the end of the night.

A battered cellphone, a thick leather wallet, and a set of car keys were inside.

“I know you’re not stupid, but I have to say all of this anyway. That’s a burner phone. Don’t even think about your personal life when it’s around, and never use it for anything except for this case. That wallet has a driver’s license and a few credit cards. Again, only used for this case. And the car those keys go to will be parked down the street from your apartment in about an hour.”

I looked at the driver’s license. That was my photo, but everything else–like my name–was fake. The credit cards were in the same name as the driver's license. 

“Starting tomorrow, you are scheduled for an advanced safety course offsite. That course only exists on paper. Instead, I need you to go spend the day somewhere no one you know personally or professionally will stumble across you. I recommend a library. Nobody goes to those anymore.”

I nodded along. McDouglas was building a cover story that protected me on all fronts, but how did he get all of this done so quickly? Fake ID? Fake credit cards? A fake CDM training course backed with records in my file?

“I’m in the process of working a Discord mod to get you a crasher audition. That could take some time because Juicy hasn’t been missing all that long yet, but you’ll be ready when it pops. Don’t use any of your cover items until then. Don’t drive the car. Don’t use the credit cards. Keep the burner with you and charged, though. It will be active the entire time you have it, but you don’t have to touch anything. All of the fakery is done remotely. You’ll hear from me when it’s time for you to do something with it.”

Holy shit. All I knew about undercover ops came from television, and what McDouglas just walked me through sounded pretty freaking hardcore. Giving me a car? Going to great lengths to spoof daily cellphone activity?

This morning was the first time I heard of the CDM doing undercover work, and by the evening I had a whole fake identity to use? I wasn’t prepared for this. I had no training whatsoever on what to do and what not to do. Surely someone should teach me how to be a convincing undercover agent before I actually try it in the field.

“Take a breath,” McDouglas said as if reading my mind. “Your cover story will be your life up until the moment you applied for the CDM. You won’t use your name, but everything else will be the truth. You ran away from doomers. You tried college. That didn’t work out, so you got into gate crashing. I’ll be your handler, which means you aren’t doing this without a net. Not completely, anyway.”

“Okay.”

“I wouldn’t bring you in on this if I didn’t think you were up for it.”

“Yes, sir,” I said and stood to leave.

“Hey,” McDouglas called to stop me at the door. “This is how it happens.”

            


Chapter 58: Confidentiality


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from marshalcarper
                        

                    

                    Hello friends. I am behind on implementing corrections. I am still very grateful for you taking the time to leave them. My bandwidth got beat up and stuffed into a locker for a bit, but that should be leveling off now.

 

Path of the Last Champion bites off a lot with its premise and world-building, and there's a lot here to love if you dig litRPGs. This one caught my eye because of the emphasis on the MC being a sinner. I'm sure you can see how that overlaps with CDM and why I'd care. Give it a try:
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A sinner rises, a sword becomes legend, an ancient lie unravels...

The Path of the Last Champion begins, and nothing will ever be the same.

Nar was born in darkness, and he was meant to die there – a slave, a sinner, shackled by a sin long ago forgotten and doomed to a life beneath the surface.

His eyes were never meant to see the dazzling lights of the Infinite Nexus, nor the wonders of the Endless Labyrinth from aboard great aetherships. He was never destined for power, a class, or the System... But he made the choice few sinners dare – to Climb.

Now, he must forge a hybrid tank/DPS class, hide a secret that could get him kicked from his Climbing party, and achieve the impossible in order to save his dying father, who sacrificed everything to ensure Nar’s future. He will face everything that lies in wait for him in the darkness of the Between-Nexus, and beyond that, Nar will need to grow strong enough in a society where might makes right, in order to one day make the journey back for his dad before it's too late...

However, without knowing it, with every step he takes towards the City Without End, Nar is bringing to a close a play that has spanned eternities. The players are all assembling for the final act that will decide the fate of Creation Itself, but no one is expecting Nar... Nor the lengths he is willing to go in order to rescue his dad.

Nar is no chosen one, but he will be the Last Champion.



Expect a Sci-Fantasy LitRPG with massive world building, realistic party based combat centered around the holy trinity classes (+ party leaders!) with many unique paths/affinities, an advanced tech society, a multi-arc mysterious plot, epic battles, and more!













                

                Beth didn’t question when I said I had a two-week workshop to attend. She knew this was part of getting justice for Jonathan without my saying anything. Given what she already knew, that math wasn’t hard, but I was relieved that she played along willingly.

I was still extra cautious and vigilant with her, however. My little sister had been crashing gates behind my back, after all. How many times did she tell me she had to work but actually went crashing? Had to be several instances for her to be level 3. What else was she lying about? What if she was lying to me again?

And how did I have that conversation with her while she actively grieved Jonathan’s death?

I tried to put those thoughts out of my mind. I had a mission to think about.

Nathan said, “Bummer, dude,” and moved on with the conversation when I told him about the workshop. 

Megan eyeballed me like she did that morning at the CDM, but outwardly she echoed Nathan’s sentiment.

Lying to people I loved sucked, but I needed to accept that this was part of the job now.

Enforcer McDouglas was right about libraries being dead. The computers on the first floor seemed to see a fair amount of traffic, but up on the third floor, where it was nothing but reference materials? A librarian passed through once a day, if that. I never saw a civilian. Not a one.

I passed the time reading, starting with all the books on goblins Jonathan gifted me. 

On day two of library-sitting, Beth texted me:

“Mom is outside Frank’s. I’m sure.”

“Don’t leave the shop. I’ll take care of it.”

Just before I hit call on my mother’s contact, I chickened out and texted instead. How pathetic was I? Here I was trying to takedown a high-level CKer, and I wasn’t brave enough to call my own mom.

“Leave Beth alone. If she wants to speak with you, she will reach out. If you keep following her, I’ll call the police and get a restraining order.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Don’t do that. I drove by and saw you there. This stops now.”

“Do you have any idea how hard this has been on me and your father? People think we’re bad parents, that we didn’t raise you right.”

“Do you agree to stop following Beth or not?”

“You don’t understand. We want to take both of you to the promised land. It’s everything we always dreamed of, and it’s happening soon.”

“Neither of us are going to Canada with you.”

“I told you you didn’t understand! A prophet has appeared, and he is leading us to the promised land. Mister Rick Young. He used to be a crawler, so even you should like him.”

I had never heard of a crawler named Rick Young. That name was too generic for an internet search to pull up anything meaningful even with “crawler” appended to it. I tried again with the query “Rick Young promised land.”

The top result was a video named “Reformed crawler shares message from God!”

My first impression of him as he stood behind a podium was former military. He was gray and wrinkled, but he had the permanent hardness to his features and tone common to many veterans I had met. He wore a navy blue suit and a novelty tie of praying hands.

“For those of you who don’t know me, my name is Rick Young,” he began, referring to note cards frequently. The flashing lights of reporters covering the story went off intermittently as he spoke.

“When I reached level 27, I believed myself to be a god on Earth. I had the power. I had the wealth. I had the influence. But my life was hollow. I could never figure out why, nor could I understand why that hole never filled no matter what sins I crammed into it. Yesterday, during a revival ceremony at Pastor Jonathan Edwards’ church in Clearwater, the Lord struck me down and gave me a vision.

“He laid bare the emptiness of my life. He made me look upon it. He made me face it. Then he spread his arms, and I saw a beautiful land. Snowcapped mountains. Rolling green fields. Forests filled with birds of every color. The Lord said to me, ‘Rick, look upon the promised land. I have prepared you for this mission, and now I beseech you, answer my call and lead my people there. Guide them. Protect them. Clear the way so that the promised land can be filled with joy, laughter, and fellowship.’”

I couldn’t watch anymore. Growing up immersed in that style of preachy speech made it hard to listen to anyone talking like Rick Young.

Apparently, that press conference happened two days ago and had spread rapidly through church communities. Some of the reactions I read were more than skeptical, but the amount of support Rick Young already had was substantial. Presently, he was on his way to Washington D.C. where he intended to speak with the President. The “promised land” was in South America, occupying what used to be Peru and Bolivia, and according to Young, the US government was divinely commanded to deliver the Lord’s people there.

Such a meeting hadn’t been scheduled or confirmed. Instead, Young intended to stand outside of the White House for as long as it took to be heard. Using the strength God gave him, he would not be moved until the government agreed to support his mission.

For all the other bullshit he was spewing, that part was the most true. Level 27? Yeah, nobody was moving him unless he wanted to be moved.

I returned to texting my mother:

“South America looks nice. Travel safe.”

“Is your heart still hardened?”

“Leave Beth alone, or the police will intervene. I’m turning off my phone now.”

A few minutes later, Beth confirmed my mother had driven away from Frank’s shop.

With any luck, she was on her way south.



“I hope the government does help him,” Nathan said over pizza that night. 

Beth was already at work, and Megan got called in to close a gate. My work with McDouglas took me off the list temporarily. I hated missing out on XP, but this was more important. Way more.

“Why?” I asked.

“Bro, really? It’s perfect. It fixes everything.”

“Help me out here.”

Nathan dabbed some pepperoni grease with a napkin. “Think about it. If a bunch of church communities straight up leave the continent, that means they aren’t crashing or occupying gates. People still crash gates, I’m sure, but this big nightmare conflict could sputter out.”

“Oh. Wow. You’re right.”

“Won’t be cheap to boot up a whole new country, but the land is there. Monsters are a problem, sure, but this move helps that too. The doomers want gates and levels, and they’ll have that, which means a few less gates for the rest of the world to worry about.”

“Might actually be more cost-effective to do that than to fight them in court,” I said.

“Exactly! It’s a no-brainer, man. Anyway, how was that work training thing?”

“It’s boring, but permadeath on that topic, please. I’d like to not think about it.”

“Yeah, sure,” Nathan replied, unbothered.

I preferred that to lying to my best friend every evening for however long this took. His accepting my request so easily was a relief.

“You’re still going out to old man wilderness training with Megan this weekend, right?”

“Yes,” I answered. 

I didn’t tell McDouglas what I did on Saturdays, but he told me not to change my routine in any major way, so if I usually did a thing on Saturdays, I should keep doing that thing. Opting not to tell him about wild monster hunting felt similar to the choices that got me into trouble with Enforcer Chapman. After all, he could call me in to meet crashers while I was all the way out there, and I’d have to say I wouldn’t be able to get back to the city any quicker than a couple of hours.

Beth needed this apprenticeship, however. Unlike the debacle with Chapman, my motivation here wasn’t my own levels. The Dungeon Divas sponsorship got Beth the opportunity, and that sponsorship would die if we didn’t have new videos to upload. I wasn’t violating a medical hold by hunting wild monsters, so I wasn’t technically breaking any rules, but I still had to accept the risk of pissing off McDouglas.

Maybe saying I was doing it to prepare for the Unsung Heroes would save me, which was his indirect advice. I’d prefer it never to come to that, though.

“When you get to this dude’s cave, think you’ll go in?” Nathan asked.

“I don’t know. Probably.”

“Bad idea.”

“Huh?”

“Haven’t you watched any of those videos? Caving is crazy dangerous, man. This one kid crawled the wrong direction, got himself stuck upside down, and they couldn’t get him out. They filled him with drugs to make him comfortable, and he died in there.”

“I remember hearing something about that, yeah,” I said.

“So maybe just don’t go in? Safest that way.”

“Did you and Megan have this conversation?”

Nathan frowned. “You know we did. She told me she ‘would be careful,' and that was it. You’re an overthinker, though. Getting stuck in a cave seems like something that would bother you.”

“Are you weaponizing my hypochondria?”

“Not at all,” he retorted, shocked I’d even suggest that was the case. “This is one of the times where you’re right to be super cautious.”

“I promise not to recklessly cave dive.”

“And?”

“I promise to try and keep Megan from recklessly cave diving.”

“Thank you. This is me caring about you both. You know that, right?”

“Yes. I’m not offended.”

“Good. I’ll send you some videos to help you prepare.”

“No, thanks,” I said.

“Too bad. Oh, underwater cave diving is pretty damn scary too. I’ll send you videos about that also.”

“I don’t know how to scuba dive."

“Don’t care,” Nathan replied. “This one is wild. There was a body that had been underwater in this cave since the 70s, so these divers organized this big mission to get him and lay him to rest properly. Bro, two of the divers died trying.”

“Please stop sending me these,” I begged.

“This one is about some college kids who got lost in the catacombs in France and starved to death.”

“Dude, please. No more videos.”

“I need you to understand the true danger of caves.”

“I understand.”

He shook his head. “If that was true, you would be as passionate about this as I am.”

“I agree that walking into a cave as a bunch of noobs is a bad idea. I promise not to do that.”

“Still lacks the enthusiasm for self-preservation I’m looking for.”

I stood. “I’m going to watch TV.”



Passing so much time in the library wasn’t so bad. I wasn’t excited about having nowhere to go and nothing to do, but I was surrounded by books. This part of the job might not be thrilling, but I could still make it productive.

Sitting down with a stack of materials on local history, I was about to dig into colonial Pennsylvania when I thought of Rick Young and his vision to build a Christian nation in South America.

So instead of reading books, I aimlessly browsed internet commentary related to the story. 

Young’s stand outside the White House lasted all of two hours. A group of senators lobbied hard for the government to hear him out and were successful. Supposedly, Young was with the president, discussing what the Lord told him to build.

That moment in time didn’t feel real, but a significant portion of analysts echoed the perspective Nathan shared the night before: Supporting Rick Young’s vision, as outrageous as it sounded, would resolve major conflicts that, thus far, seemed unresolvable. If my parents were already on board with the idea, that certainly solved at least one problem for me.

I wondered if I should write my representative or something and ask them to expedite getting this done. I certainly had the time.

            


Chapter 59: Cookies


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from marshalcarper
                        

                    

                    Taxes are due today, and I hope all the tax commercials stop because they stress me the F out.

 

For today's recommendation, we have druids + robots. The Horizon Zero Dawn comparison is easy to make, but I think that undersells what Masked Nilead is trying to do with Cyber Druid--tech, nature, long world history and elaborate worldbuilding. Definitely worth exploring for yourself:
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Cyber Druid [Apocalypse Time Travel Progression LitRPG] - ARC 1 DONE





*3 chapters a week until book 1 is done*

Where flowers wilt, grow metal. Where animals die, build life.










Evelyn Anima has survived for years in the ruins of District Zero, a sealed-off land at the heart of a continent-sized magitek city shattered by a magical disaster that left millions dead—or twisted into monsters.

After countless failed attempts to become a Classer and earn the right to leave the exclusion zone, time is finally running out.

The experimental Core implanted in her as a child threatens to kill Evelyn and the last remnants of her mother's green dream with her.

To fix this broken future and herself, the answer may lie in a distant time. When druids still walked the world, and magic wasn’t trapped in circuits and metal.

But to know history is to live it, and Evelyn may be bringing more of the future with her than she intended.

 












What to expect:

- Intro chapters introduce the main cast and setting; the first fight happens at chapter 5.

- MC's powers are unstable and unreliable at first, but she gains control of them enough to start leveling them up by chapter 18.

- Time travel story inspired by my some of my favorite games like LoZ Ocarina of Time, Chrono Trigger, Radiant Historia or Dark Cloud 2.

- Contrast between two vastly different versions of the same world: a futuristic arcanepunk megacity and a traditional high fantasy setting. Inspired by stories like Arcane, Final Fantasy VII, Tales of Symphonia, Digimon, Gachiakuta or The Longest Journey.

- Druidic nature powers with a technological flavor in a litrpg system focused on Skill development and creation rather than stats numbers.

- First arc is 27 chapters in the magitek future setting up characters, conflict and powers, then the world/time jumping begins.

 



 

*English is not my main language, my apologies for any grammar mistakes. I'll try to fix them a soon as I find them.

*Ratings, follows, favorites, reviews, and comments help fight the algorithm. If you like Cyber Druid, please make it known, and thank you so much for reading!*























                

                Standing at the foot of the Allegheny Mountains, I was surprised that Nathan’s cave-diving spiel didn’t also touch on the dangers of walking aimlessly in the forest. That felt pretty damn scary right about then.

Domonkos was going out into the woods with us again for this run. Next week, Megan and I would try to find a new path to the caves Domonkos wanted to see so badly.

“When you tie these on, leave enough for big loose ends,” Domonkos said, wrapping a bright pink ribbon around a tree. “You want the chance of some movement. Things are easier to see if they’re moving.”

The three of us retraced the path we walked last week and marked the trail as we went. When we got to the point where we crossed the river, Domonkos stopped to help us practice with his GPS device and his radios. 

More than simply showing us what buttons did what, he insisted that we use them while he supervised. That was the only way to be sure we could actually operate them if an emergency did arise. I was grateful for the instruction and wouldn’t have minded a bit more, to be honest.

We were on a time crunch, however, so the next weekend needed to be something real. Searching for a Domonkos-friendly route might not be as exciting as goblin fighting, but it would be an actual adventure. This Saturday and the one before were orientation tutorials. Boring. Boring. Boring. And the views agreed.

At any rate, here’s how Domonkos helped us practice with the GPS: He walked one of us into the woods with one GPS while the other person waited by the creek and monitored our progress with their own GPS. Whoever was in the woods with Domonkos got spun around with their eyes closed and had to find their way back.

Once we got that down, which wasn’t too bad when I had a compass to orient myself, we practiced having the person at the stream guide us back via radio chatter alone. That meant the person in the woods didn’t have a GPS of their own and had to follow directions to get back.

To end the day, Domonkos challenged us to head in the direction of the caves for fifteen minutes and then find our way back to the rendezvous point.

“And try not to use your GPS if you can. Go ahead and mark some trees as you go, but my granddaddy used to say playing this game made him good in the caves. See, in a cave, you can’t rely on orientation or sense of direction. Not enough reference points. Instead, you learn to make a little slideshow with notes. In your mind as you go, not an actual slideshow.”

He gestured for us to follow as he picked a direction at random and walked into the woods, narrating as he went.

“Here’s what I mean. I walked to the right of the cone-hat stone beneath the tree and then straight to the berry bush, but I went to the left of that. Now, I’m turning left ninety degrees at the big clump of exposed roots and walking with my back to the mountains.”

This was a mnemonic device. Narrating his own steps and observations helped him to build a mental breadcrumb trail of where he had been. When it was time to return, he reversed everything in his mind and followed the trail back.

“What yinz have to watch for is compromising,” Domonkos said at one point. “People get lost because they see something they don’t recognize and then keep going, hoping that they’ll find something familiar farther on. In the woods or in a cave? Easy to convince yourself when something is almost right. Nope. Don’t do that. Backtrack right there to the last clue you were sure of and try again. If you wait too long, you ain’t finding your way back.”

Implementing that method didn’t come naturally for me. Megan felt good about it, she said, but I needed a lot more practice. I heard Nathan’s voice in my head saying to beware of the caves and realized that relying on Megan’s ability alone would be a bad survival strategy.

And not because Megan was Megan, but rather because normal people made mistakes, and if she was the only one who knew how to navigate that way, I’d never be able to check her work and catch one of those mistakes. Redundancy was safer. Period.

On the way back to the rendezvous point, Megan made a find that put us at ease, which is strange to say because the find was goblin bones. She tripped over a rock only to find that it was a tiny angry skull.

What killed the goblin was hard to say. The remains were scattered, which was what you would expect scavengers like crows and raccoons to do, but that meant we had no good way of knowing where or how the goblin actually died. The rotted branch through its ribcage could have been evidence that deadfall killed it, Domonkos suggested, but that branch could have ended up in that position some other way.

If you don’t know what deadfall is, that’s okay. I didn’t either until Domonkos explained it to me. Apparently, a significant number of campers and hikers have died by simply being in the wrong place when a dead branch fell off of a tree. Most often, that happened when they were camping and heavy winds rolled through. That tree looked like shelter, but it was actually out to stab you in the brain when it shed.

Regardless of the goblin’s actual cause of death, this skeleton was evidence that goblins were in the forest and that they still had to be in the area. Megan said as much in the video she shot about it for the channel. 

When she turned off the camera, she sighed. “Here’s hoping we kill some goblins next week.”



Wednesday the following week, while I spent yet another day in the library, Enforcer McDouglas sent me a message, asking for my location.

He found me on the third floor, looked around to confirm we were alone, and sat across from me. “You’re on tonight. Take the car and your cover gear to this address.” He passed me a piece of paper. “I’ll meet you there with a tech, and we’ll get set up.”

I swallowed. “Tonight.”

“Being scared just means you respect how serious something is,” he said. “It’s not a small thing, but you’re being yourself for ninety-five percent of it.”

“Do I get a backstory to study?”

McDouglas shook his head. “Don’t need it. Their Discord rules specifically state not to reveal anything but the username vouching for you. Not their real name. Not how you met. Not how to find them. I’ll send their list, but that simplifies a lot for us.”

“Alright.”

“Leave everything connected to Enforcer Gray at home, like your phone, your wallet, dumb keychains, whatever. See you soon.”

“Yes, sir.”



My cover identity’s name was “Nico Gray.” I hoped McDouglas got his jollies off coordinating that little joke because I hated it.

I hated it even more when he told me what Nico’s Discord username was: TheFaptabulous87. 

I learned that fact sitting in the back of a surveillance van with McDouglas and a CDM investigator I didn’t know and was not introduced to. TheFaptabulous87.

“...Why?” I asked.

“Does it sound authentic or not?” McDouglas countered.

“Yes,” I admitted.

“Because it’s not what a CDM stiff would choose for themselves,” he said.

Other than those names and my address, I was supposed to use my real-life story for everything else, minus the part about working for the CDM, obviously. 

“Also, you’re the kind of person who wears a beanie now,” he handed me a ratty black beanie cap with an embroidered Riptide logo. Now a defunct crawl team, the Riptide logo was an angry cartoon shark. “They’d have to cut the stitching out to know anything was in here. Now, this is only a mic. We’ll try to keep a visual on you from outside, but I can’t control where the hostess seats you.”

“What do I say if I need pulled out?”

McDouglas chuckled. “You’re meeting at a Denny’s. This is low risk.”

“So if I need help, then I just… what?”

“Fine. Say ‘Memphis,’ and I’ll swing in to save the day.”

“Memphis. Got it.”

Then I was back in Nico’s car. I drove down the street, pulled into a mostly empty Denny’s parking lot, and went inside.

I was meeting Larry_High_Gax but didn’t have any description of what he looked like. His messages said he would wave me down when I came in. If he didn’t, that meant he decided I was untrustworthy and that the interview was off.

When I stepped inside, a tired hostess greeted me. “Counter or table?”

“Actually, I’m meeting someone…”

A man in his late thirties or early forties at the back of the restaurant waved at me. He had the bulky frame of someone who was quite the athlete when they were younger, but now a dad bod was laid over top of it. His stubble was a few days old, but his hands looked ancient, like each of them was one giant callus that happened to have fingers.

“And that’s him. Thank you.”

She forced a smile and handed me a menu and silverware to carry to the table myself. 

“Larry?” I asked as I sat.

“Faptabulous?” he asked in return.

I nodded and sat.

He opened his menu and began reading. “How did you know Juicy?”

“Did? Past tense?”

Larry shrugged. “Probably. That happens to people like us sometimes. One day they’re there and then just never log on again. I’ve heard of a few that quit cold turkey, but typically, they stop coming around because it’s past tense.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“So, how did you know Juicy?” he repeated with a little more force.

“I’m not going to say anything that could burn someone.”

“I just told you he was dead.”

“I don’t know you,” I replied. “He told me the rules. I know him, and that’s it.”

“Knew.”

“Right.”

Larry turned the page on the menu. I wondered if he was actually planning to eat. “Level and class?”

“Archer. Level 6.”

“You’ve done this before?”

I nodded.

“Why do you want to join our group?” he asked.

“Safety in numbers and can hit better gates.”

“To what end?”

“XP. Money.”

“What do you do for work otherwise?”

“Next question, please,” I answered.

That must have been the right answer because he moved on. “Are you from around here?”

Sighing, I said, “The rules are pretty plain. I know what not to answer.”

The waitress came over.

“Another tea for me,” Larry said. “And three sides of bacon. Crispy.”

She turned to me. “Tea sounds good. No food for me, thanks.”

When she was gone, Larry continued. “Wallet and phone, please. This part isn’t a test. I actually need to see them. That’s how I vouch for you if you pass.”

I leaned forward to pull Nico’s wallet out of my pocket and handed it over. “I’ll hold my phone up and swipe around through whatever apps you want, but sorry, man, not just handing you my phone.”

He didn’t argue. He opened Nico’s wallet, went back and forth between me and the driver’s license, and then poked around at the other items stuffed in there, like credit cards, a few old receipts, and a couple dollars in cash. 

“Hold your phone up.”

I did.

“Recent calls. Texts. Email. Show me the file explorer view. Okay, that’s good. You can put that away.”

He gave me my wallet back too.

“Alright. After we finish eating, we’re going for a run.”

“Tonight?” I asked.

“Is that a problem?”

McDouglas hadn’t prepped me for this specifically. He did say to rely on being myself. If I were me, what would I do in this situation?

“Do you have the address?” I asked.

“Yes, but I’m not giving it to you.”

“I’m sure you’re good at this,” I said carefully, “but if my life is on the line, I want to know what I’m getting into.”

“A gate. It’s pretty simple.”

Shaking my head, I replied, “That’s not the part I’m worried about. If I’m going on a run, I scout the area ahead of time to make sure I’m not putting myself into a corner. Having an exit strategy prepared has saved my ass a few times, so I won’t do this without one.”

“I’m telling you it’s safe.”

“I don’t think you’re lying. I still need to see it for myself.”

A refill of tea and a heaping plate of bacon appeared between us. Before the waitress stepped away, Larry asked her to bring a to-go box to the table when she had a moment.

“What do you think of doomers crashing gates?” Larry asked. I wasn’t sure if he was moving on from insisting we crash a gate tonight or if this was another angle of attack.

“Pisses me off.”

“Why?”

“I grew up in one of those cults,” I said. “Some of the people are nice, but they’re idiots. This bullshit they kicked up makes life harder than it needs to be, and I wish they’d give it up.”

“That’s a pretty personal detail to share.”

“I don’t think so. I also grew up poor. None of that narrows much down for you.”

“Are you CDM? FBI? Police?”

“No.”

Larry nibbled a piece of bacon as he studied me. When the waitress delivered the box for his bacon and left the bill, he didn’t look away. 

He packed the bacon, slapped some cash on the table, and said, “Let’s take a look at your kit.”

Outside, I popped the trunk of Nico’s car. I had to have one of the backseats folded down to fit the case for my bow.

“Open that,” he said, pointing to the case.

I slid the case far enough out of the trunk to pop the latches.

“Holy shit. How the fuck did you get that?”

“Saved up my mana crystals and got a good deal.”

“That’s pretty pricey for someone like us.”

I shrugged. “I take this seriously. This investment gets me more XP and money in the long run, and it’s cheaper than replacing piece-of-shit bows every other run.”

Larry rummaged around the armor, seeming to pay extra close attention to the damage and wear. 

“Okay, you can close it up.”

Relatching the case, I slid it back in place and shut the trunk.

“If you hear from me, that means you earned an audition.” Larry spun on his heel, got into a minivan, and drove away.

When I got into Nico’s car and put the key in the ignition, the stress of that encounter hit me all at once. I had to rest my head on the steering wheel and focus on my breathing for a few minutes to keep from passing out. Everything that just transpired was like one long out-of-body experience, like I watched someone playing me in a movie. I didn’t think Larry would kill me in the middle of a Denny’s, but getting this right counted for so much.

If Larry let me in, I was a step closer to justice for Jonathan, and the CDM could get the intel it needed to better understand how big the CKer problem really was. My professional aspirations were a factor in my motivation as well, and I’d be lying if I acted like that suddenly wasn’t important to me, but that felt more like using my resources for Jonathan’s and Beth’s benefits rather than using Jonathan’s death for my own gain.

This was meaningful work, and as scary as it was, I liked it. A lot.

            


Chapter 60: Audition


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from marshalcarper
                        

                    

                    I could never be a super spy undercover agent. I'm too ticklish to get through an interrogation without giving up absolutely everything and everyone.,



                

                Simple, benign questions mutated into burdens the more I had to lie to people I loved.

“Work going okay?” Nathan would ask.

“Anything interesting in all those trainings?” Megan would inquire.

“Has there been anything new at the office?” Beth would probe.

This part of the job felt like it would be tiring for any person who wasn’t a born sociopath, yet there was never a mention of that challenge on the CDM side. Maybe if I had gotten the traditional preparation for undercover work, I might have learned how to compartmentalize my life and navigate the torrid waters of mental anguish, but that topic never came up.

Very little of anything came up, actually. After having tea with Larry_High_Gax, I went right back to watching the clock in a local library, doing my best to stay busy with reading. Enforcer McDouglas didn’t give me any other updates or direction. Though he did insist this was how these things went, I liked context. I liked knowing what orbited important things because they helped me to better understand what was happening and why.

For example, if the context was stripped away from Rick Young’s campaign to build a new nation in South America, the actions taken by the leaders of the United States would make little sense.

A crawler showed up on the doorstep of the White House and asked for all the funding, resources, and support necessary to establish a new country, to build it from nothing, and within days, all of that was in motion. Reddit was filled with people complaining about how slow government moved to address any other problem–like healthcare for veterans, updating infrastructure, or repairing that one damn pothole that had been ripping up neighborhood cars for six years running–yet Rick Young got what he wanted right away.

With context, you could understand why the government was motivated.

As soon as government support was announced for Rick Young’s promised land, which the news had taken to calling “New Eden,” tensions lowered. Crawlers and doomers were still clashing all around the country, and the vitriol between the groups was still strong, but it wasn’t growing anymore.

Overall, the conflict lessened, and in a few places, the conflict receded rapidly. In short, if the church communities in an area unanimously pledged their support for New Eden, the back and forth between crawlers and doomers stopped. With their attention on preparations to leave the continent, doomers had little reason to continue occupying dungeon gates.

At that point, however, only about a third of American church communities were fully in support of Rick Young’s vision, so don’t get the wrong idea. This giant national conflict didn’t end overnight and still had a lot to resolve, but seeing positive progress of any kind gave everyone involved a little more hope. 

Nico’s phone buzzed a few days after I met Larry at Denny’s. All it had was an address and a time: 11 p.m. in the parking lot of a shuttered convenience store on the north side of the city.

That was just a meeting place. Gate crashers couldn’t schedule a crawl ahead of time the way licensed guilds and teams did. Their best chance at getting in and out without getting caught was to hit a gate as soon after its appearance as possible. Ideally, within an hour or less. Professional crawlers rarely mobilized so quickly because they didn’t need to, but the longer a gate sat, the riskier it was to crash.

Therefore, most crashers picked a spot to camp, watched for good gate opportunities, and then sped off to hit a good target. A group of serious crashers could hit three or four gates in a night if luck was on their side, but it was also possible they wouldn’t hit any before the sun rose. Sometimes the gate ranks and placement just didn’t line up right.

Prior to meeting up with Larry, I joined McDouglas in the surveillance van again.

“The camera is built into your helmet and is always on. You don’t need to do anything about activating or monitoring it, but finding an excuse to wipe it off from time to time is a good idea because blood on the lens is a real possibility. When you do that, don’t just wipe off the spot with the camera. That makes it obvious.”

McDouglas handed me the helmet and pointed at a clip mounted on the side. It looked like the same clip I would use to attach my GoPro to my personal helmet, but there was no camera in this case, obviously. Instead, the camera was hidden inside of that clip, which I thought was pretty clever.

“When you’re inside of a gate, you’re a crawler first and CDM second,” McDouglas continued. “Sometimes people change how they crawl because they’re on a case, and that puts everything, including yourself, at unnecessary risk. You’ve run gates before, so focus on doing that. We don’t need anyone to confess to anything, so don’t worry about steering conversation either. Prove you’re a legit crasher. That’s it.”

I nodded.

“We will see what you see up until you enter the gate. From there, the camera records to local storage until a signal is available again. If something goes wrong in the gate, we have no way of knowing, so again, be a smart crawler over anything else. We won’t come in after you unless the team that actually owns the gate rights shows up and heads in behind you.”

“Understood.”

“When you get the gate address, check the location from satellite like any real crasher would. We’ll see what you enter and follow you there. If the gate is purchased quickly, we’ll send a push notification from a food delivery app to let you know. If that notification mentions a ‘last chance’ deal, that means Mill Rats specifically bought it.”

“What if-”

“You won’t get any stray notifications,” he answered before I finished my question. “If it pops up on Nico’s phone, it’s from us. No question.”

“And if I’m in trouble, say ‘Memphis.’”

“Right. Remember that there’s no signal once you’re in the gate, though.”

“Got it.”

McDouglas offered me a handshake. “Good luck, crawler.”



Larry_High_Gax was parked in the lot when I arrived.

When I got out of my car, he said, “Two more will be here soon. Hoping we have a good night.”

“Me too.”

“Do you know how this works?”

I nodded.

“Good. Once they’re here, gear up, and we’ll start fishing.”

“Fishing” was the word crashers used for finding and picking gates. Like I said a long while back, only licensed crawlers could access the portal for bidding on gates, but it was an open secret that crawlers leaked that data regularly. The number of licensed crawlers in the country made it impractical to enforce the non-disclosure clause. The best the CDM could do was ask nicely that crawlers not leak information.

Those leaks made crashing possible, but they were also inconsistent since leakers had to share them manually. A gate could potentially sit for an hour or more before someone pushed the information to the public, making fishing an even more unpredictable process. If leaks were slow that night, crashing would be too.

A second minivan with honor roll and local sports stickers on the back window pulled into the lot. A short, round woman got out of the driver’s seat, and a younger, lanky man got out of the passenger seat.

“Fap, meet Bonnie and WarriorsHonor,” Larry said. “We call him ‘War’ for short. They’re both fighters. Guys, meet Fap. He’s the archer audition I told you about.”

Bonnie and War both shook my hand.

“Alright,” Larry said. “Gear up.”

We stood around Larry’s minivan in our kits while he sat inside with the passenger door open. I couldn’t see the screen on his laptop, but I knew he was refreshing whatever sources he relied on for gate information. 

A D-ranked gate popped up that sounded promising, but when we looked up the location, the area was too high-traffic. Another hour and two more dud leads later, Larry smiled.

As he read the gate address aloud, we each punched it into our GPS apps. This gate was in a small wooded area surrounded by homes. That would have usually given me pause, but this location was on the outskirts of the city, so many of those houses were likely to be unoccupied. The ones that were occupied had residents who believed in minding their own business.

The gate was relatively near one of the streets, making it easy to guess where crawlers would park for convenient access. We could park on the other side of the wooded area to hide our vehicles and make the short walk through the trees to the gate.

“How long has this gate been up?” I asked.

Larry looked at the time on his phone. “Six minutes.”

“Huh? You got a leak that quick?”

Grinning, Larry shook his head. “That’s proprietary.”

“Well, shit. I’ve never gotten a leak that fast. Ever.”

Addressing the group, Larry said, “I think we park on Poplar Street and hit the gate from there. Anyone disagree?”

No one did.

“Let’s get it.”



I followed the others in Nico’s car through nine minutes of aggressive driving and fast turns. At this time of night in this part of the city, we were the only traffic around. Still, struggling to keep up with minivans was a little weird for me.

We pulled off the side of the road and ran from our cars into the woods. On the way, I glanced at my phone. No push notifications. 

This gate was a cave-ish entrance with leather nailed to scrap wood as a door. Larry tossed it aside and went right in. The rest of us went in behind him without hesitation.

In the few seconds it took me to get inside, Larry had run down the lone cavern corridor. I could see his light and the rough outline of his silhouette. He started to yell and bang his sword off of his shield. The air around him shimmered briefly, which I assumed was his Taunt ability activating.

That was a smart strategy for a crasher, I thought. Bringing monsters to us cut down on travel time.

When we caught up, he started running again.

“Goblins,” he said.

I could hear them too. Larry set his stance. Bonnie and War joined him.

A batch of eleven goblins charged us. I eliminated four before they struck the frontline, and then we were running again, Larry yelling and banging his shield the whole time. I wondered how long his cooldown for Taunt was because he hadn’t used it again yet.

For most classes it was a minute, if I remembered correctly.

Another swarm of goblins closed on us, this time at an intersection where several could stay out of my line of sight until just before they struck. I didn’t notice it before, but my party’s attacks were wild and unsophisticated. I had grown accustomed to Megan’s disciplined shield work, which relied a great deal on thrusting strikes, so seeing these three martial classes swinging like they were on a Roach Run surprised me.

If Megan was a boxer who understood the value of a jab, the members of my party were barroom brawlers that threw nothing but wild, heavy haymakers.

“Forward!” Larry yelled.

We started running again. In the midst of fighting another five goblins, Larry’s phone went off. That was his timer. Twenty-five minutes had elapsed, going far more quickly than I expected, meaning we had five minutes to get out of the gate.

Even before Larry put down the last goblin, Bonnie and War had their knives out to collect the mana crystals inside of our kills.

“Hurry it up, newbie!” War yelled at me when he saw my harvest technique.

Where everyone else made several deep stabs and then dug around inside with their hands, I used my usual method of long, deep slices, moving slowly enough that I could distinguish the difference between my knife tip hitting a bone or a crystal. CDM crawlers taught me to do it that way to reduce the messiness of the process.

Crashers didn’t care about a mess. They cared about speed. Stab, stab, dig, dig, move on to the next goblin, and repeat.

We ran out of the gate as quickly as we ran in, cut back through the woods, got in our cars, and drove back to the rendezvous point.

“31 XP?” War said, his eyes out of focus like someone looking at his system profile. “Pretty good way to start the night. The new kid’s hella fast too.”

“Thanks,” I replied.

In my mind, I was shocked. 31 XP was “pretty good?” Good god. Usually, running a whole D-ranked goblin gate would mean coming out with a couple hundred XP, especially if you encountered some upgraded goblins and got to be part of the boss fight. 

31 XP wasn’t nothing, but it was pretty damn close.

That night, we ended up crashing one more gate, an E-ranked vermin dungeon. I walked out of that with 8 more XP and checked my system profile:

XP Progress: 665/3200

If that was an average night, and I got the sense that it was, I would have to spend another sixty-some nights crashing to get to level 7. That sounded insane to me. The extra money from the mana crystals wasn’t awful, but it was a pittance compared to the risks we took.

Beth and Jonathan had done this more than once? I tried to put that out of my mind. Imagining Beth making this kind of gamble put me in a bad headspace. Part of me was still mad at her for hiding her crashing hobby from me.

“Hey, Fap,” Larry said as I walked to my car. “Good work. Welcome to the group.”

            


Chapter 61: Liability


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from marshalcarper
                        

                    

                    One of my cats is on a diet. We're trying an automatic feeder because his demand for food made him the most annoying SOB on the planet. Now he sleeps next to the feeder, waiting for it to go off. I'm sorry, Ozzie. The chonk life isn't good for you. We have to get through this.

 

You know that I dig dungeon stories, and for those of you that have a content minimum before you try a new series, A Dungeon That Kills has a solid runway of chapters for you to sink into. I'll also continue to champion authors who try to write evil MCs as compelling and not secretly lawful good:



 [image: A Dungeon That Kills] 



The dungeon must grow. The stolen power must be reclaimed. Everything else is of no consequence.

Viktor had been called many names: the Impaler, the Tyrant, the Dark Emperor. And he couldn’t have cared less. Those who dared oppose him all met swift and brutal ends. Kingdoms fell as he carved out his own empire. With his unparalleled power, he brought the entire world to its knees. Yet, even the mightiest could fall. One day, he made a mistake, a mistake that cost him everything. His reign abruptly ended when he was slain by a group called the Six Heroes, who not only took his life but also stole his power and divided it among themselves.

Three hundred years later, Viktor came back to life. He awoke in the body of a young boy named Quinn and found himself in a world changed beyond recognition. His castle had been left in ruins, his capital had been razed to the ground, and the once-prosperous Central Plains had become a wild land ruled by trees and beasts. Of all the treasures he once possessed, the only thing he had found was a Dungeon Core, small and underdeveloped, buried under rubble, forgotten by everyone.

His power was now scattered among the Six Heroes’ descendants, who reigned as kings and queens of this new world. And he wanted it back. With a fledgling Dungeon Core as his only ally, he set out to exact vengeance on his enemies and reclaim what was rightfully his.

What to expect:

- A competent, ruthless MC who stops at nothing to achieve his goal

- A long and epic story

- Book 2 completed on Royal Road










                

                Beth, Megan, Nathan, and I sat down to watch a LootLootLouis stream. We all had bowls of chicken alfredo in our laps.

As Nathan settled, he said, “Haven’t seen Jonny boy coming around lately. He still in the mix, or did that not work out?”

Nathan didn’t see my increasingly frantic headshakes and waves.

Beth froze and paled slightly. She did that when she thought of Jonathan unexpectedly. If she was lucky, she would get a few hours in a row where she didn’t remember that her boyfriend was murdered. Nathan, through no fault of his own, shattered one of those blissful stretches of time.

I cut in. “He’s missing,” I said.

“Dude, what?” Nathan replied, lowering his fork back to his bowl with noodles and sauce still on it. “Like ‘missing person’ missing?”

“Yeah. He’s gone. That’s as much as we know, though.”

Nathan finally caught the sharp edge of my stare. “I’m sorry, Beth.”

“It’s okay,” she said. “You didn’t know.”

“Well, if there’s anything we can do, let us know,” Megan offered.

“Thank you.”

My phone buzzed. 

“wtf bro why didn’t you warn me”

“We were asked not to talk about it.”

“like by the cops?”

“Yes. I wouldn’t hide anything from you and Megan otherwise. I’m sorry that we did. There will be more of that because of my job probably, so sorry in advance there too.”

“no i get it. is she okay?”

“Not really. He’s likely not going to be found either.”

“for real? how do you know?”

“Can’t.”

“oh ok. well, lmk if she needs anything. poor girl can’t catch a fucking break”

A second later, Nathan added:

“how about say ‘saucy’ when it’s something you aren’t allowed to share”

I looked at the bowl of alfredo in my lap. “Did you pick the first thing you saw for that codeword?”

“for sure”

“Okay. Agreed.”

“Frank’s been good,” Beth was saying when I returned my attention to the room instead of my phone. “He’s been having me do nothing but make bowstrings for the last two weeks.”

“I figured you’d just buy the string,” Megan said.

Beth shook her head. “You can, but Frank doesn’t. He wants me to learn a few styles of strings and to learn what strings are good for what bows. String has to match the shape and draw weight perfectly. I’ve been practicing the Flemish twist, by the way.”

“Is that a technique or a string type?” Megan asked.

“It’s a style of string you make for a lot of bows.”

Megan thought for a moment. “You know, I wonder if we could get some cheap E gates and get you to level 2. I bet adding a bow proficiency to your traits would help you a lot. I know we’ve joked about that before, but I’m being serious here.”

“That’s okay. I’m not worried about it.”

Beth wasn’t worried about it because it had already happened. Crashing with Jonathan got her to level 3. Megan still believed Beth was level 1.

Shrugging, Megan said, “If you change your mind, let me know.”

“Thank you,” Beth replied.

“Oh, I’ve got a bunch more OT coming up,” Nathan said after a long pause. “Just to warn everybody.”

“That’s good, right?” I asked.

“Good for me but bad for the airport. We got the wrong version of the blueprints somehow, and so did the carpenters, electricians, and drywallers. We built a full fucking wall and ran wiring and conduit through it, and it’s not supposed to exist.”

“You’re kidding,” Megan said.

Nathan chuckled. “When I first saw it framed out, I was like, ‘this is a weird place for a wall,’ but the fuck do I know about building airports? Now we’re tearing it all out and rebuilding it the way it’s supposed to be.”

“That’s nuts,” I added. “Who ends up taking the hit for something like that?”

Shrugging, he answered, “Either the foreman in charge of that section or the person who gives him blueprints. I don’t know that I’ll hear what ends up going down there, though.”

“Does that happen a lot?” Beth asked.

“In smaller forms. Like, the electricians might misread the blueprints, but the framing is fine. Shit happens, but usually it’s just one team who screwed up, and it gets caught before the next team starts.”

“Makes sense.”

“You working over the weekend makes me feel better about playing in the woods all day Saturday,” Megan said through a mouthful of food.

“Speak to any more taxidermists recently?” Nathan asked.

I turned the volume up to avoid talking about acquiring stuffed pets again.



“Fap, this is SebastionTheLarge and Smash,” Larry said, gesturing to the man and woman getting out of a banged-up two-door. 

Sebastian said he was a fighter, and Smash said she was a barbarian. She was a little taller than he was, but just a little, and I had the distinct impression they were a couple. 

This was my fourth crash. 

We had yet to come close to intersecting with crawlers. The one occasion where I got the push notification that signaled the gate had been purchased, the team that bought it didn’t get to it for another two days. Running into the Mill Rats, let alone Martin Kielar specifically, was going to be one in a million at this rate.

Enforcer McDouglas assured me that was a problem he had known from the start. 

He said, “Something’s in the works,” but didn’t say what or when the works would be ready.

In the meantime, the CDM was going through the Discord logs for the private crashing channels Nico now had access to. My role in this acquisition was credited to a confidential informant, so Enforcer Chapman and Investigator Dempson didn’t know I was specifically involved. 

While a few years of chat history wouldn’t get us directly to Kielar, McDouglas believed we could find new leads on crashers who had gone missing. Investigating those might connect the CKers to the victims with some magical piece of evidence capable of a conviction. One of those CKers might be a Mill Rat, but there was no way to know without doing the diligence.

And I wasn’t allowed to help with the diligence or even see the chat logs. Because I was an intern, I didn’t have the clearance to see the evidence that I acquired.

My job was to keep crashing every chance I got.

Which put me in a D-ranked squid gate with Larry, SebastianTheLarge, and Smash for that fourth run. With the CDM, they preferred a six-person party for this type of dungeon, but we were crashers. Big parties were hard to coordinate and tended to be slower overall in every aspect of the crash, not just inside the dungeon.

The party size was the first red flag.

The second red flag was how they handled the slimes. The CDM method of knocking on each door to lure the slimes inside out into the hallway was too slow, so instead, we ran right by.

“We’ll get them on the way back,” Larry said, but that meant a slick would be in our way when we needed to go back. 

Apologies, a slick is to slimes as a herd is to horses or a murder is to crows.

Anyway, the point is I didn’t like the idea of having monsters in our escape route. This wasn’t their first squid run, so this had worked for them before, I told myself. If they lived then, we can live through this.

We handled the first rush of inkers and beakers okay. On several occasions, my whole body puckered as someone’s sword would pass alarmingly close to an ally. In some parties, that may have been a sign of exceptional teamwork, but here it was by chance alone that Smash didn’t sever one of Sebastian’s carotids. 

Yet another moment where I was happy to be an archer. The frequency with which I had those realizations made me wonder whether my class primed me to be more passionate about archery and to find reasons why I liked it better.

If that’s how classes worked, Saito wouldn’t have been as miserable about being a monk, so maybe the system priming theory was a stretch.

I was even more thankful to be an archer when inkers nailed Sebastian and Smash at the same time. The blinding ink was a direct hit for both of them. Their safety glasses got the worst of it, which meant their eyesight was fine. That brief second of blindness, however, enabled a beaker to bite down on Sebastian’s calf and a slime to start climbing Smash’s leg. 

I didn’t see the slime either, so I was culpable here too. I had learned that lesson once already, and I didn’t do my part to support my frontline with good calls. McDouglas insisted the footage I recorded told a different story–that the slime was low and obscured by Smash and two inkers. It was a physical impossibility for me to know a slime was in that mess.

Sebastian threw off his glasses to help Smash with the slime rapidly approaching her face, at which point it would drive itself through her nose and mouth to fill her lungs, drowning her. In Sebastian’s haste, his shield backhanded Larry. The surprise jostle let a beaker slip through and latch onto the back of Larry’s knee.

In a blink, I became the only unhindered, uninjured member of the party.

As soon as Sebastian freed Smash, they would both be back in the fight–I hoped–so I just needed to buy the party time. I sniped the beaker on Larry’s leg, a decision I was surprised to see myself make given the risks, and then focused on inkers and slimes, using Piercing Shot and Dual Nocking as often as possible to take down multiple squids at once. I had mixed results with the slimes. Hitting their small cores from a distance as they sped along was difficult.

We survived that wave. Even I was bleeding by that point. Two beakers got close enough to me to bite. One chomped on my thigh, and the other dropped from the ceiling to bite down on my shoulder. Compared to the frontline, however, I was in fantastic condition.

Larry had trouble putting weight on his injured leg. One of his eyes swelled shut from an inker bashing him so hard his helmet flew off. And he had several leaky points of red in other places that I hoped were as superficial as they looked.

Sebastian and Smash were bit up. Smash lost her helmet too, having to abandon it to keep from being drowned by a slime, and she had twisted her shoulder. Sebastian didn’t have any mobility injuries that I could see, but he was bleeding a lot, so that wasn’t great.

More squids were coming. I helped Larry hobble-hop toward the exit while Sebastian and Smash led the way. In the final stretch of dungeon, with the gate in sight, we ran into the slick we had left for later.

Sebastian and Smash charged through, high-stepping frantically to avoid stepping in a slime. Sebastian didn’t pull it off, however, and fell. When the slick swarmed him, Smash activated her Berserk ability and tore through the slimes with her bare hands to protect Sebastian.

Very few of those slimes actually died before going airborne, so the one that smacked Larry in the face immediately worked to drown him. To her credit, Smash used her Berserk to protect me while I dragged Larry to the exit. I would have preferred she not throw monsters around willy-nilly, but at least she helped me. The slime in Larry’s lungs was a problem, but the remaining slick was more urgent, so getting out took priority.

Larry and I tumbled out of the gate a few seconds after Sebastian and Smash. They were already running across the railroad tracks and into the woods. Our cars were parked in that direction. 

Meanwhile, Larry was dying.

“Memphis! Fucking Memphis! Shit, shit, shit.”

Larry collapsed, unconscious. I rolled him onto his back and used two hands to apply the Heimlich. When I learned this in college, I always found it way harder than the behind-the-back version used for victims who were still awake and aware. You straddled the victim, linked one hand over the other, and shoved your palm forward and under their sternum.

“Memphis! Hurry up, damn it!”

A little bit of green slime spurted from Larry’s lips. I grabbed for it, and it separated from the whole, leaving goop in my hand while the slime attempted to retreat down his throat again.

Push.

Push.

Push.

A little more slime. I snatched that too, but Larry was still drowning.

I heard footsteps. 

McDouglas and two investigators appeared.

“Slime in his lungs,” I said.

“He needs a hospital,” McDouglas said. 

He reached down and effortlessly pulled Larry into a fireman’s carry.

“We got him,” McDouglas told me. “Get to your car and get out of here.”

Then he ran into the woods with the investigators closely behind.

I did as I was told, but I had to wait for my hands to stop shaking to drive away.



An hour later, McDouglas sent me an update: Larry would live, but his lungs would need a while to heal. He had other injuries too, but they wouldn’t know how bad they were until all the tests and scans wrapped up. None of those were life-threatening, though.

My orders were to go to sleep and to take the next day off.

I wasn’t sure how likely sleeping was, but a day off sounded great.

I got in a little after 3 a.m., showered, and claimed my usual spot on the couch. When sleep didn’t come, I turned on a stream with the volume low and the lights off.

Beth came out of my room not long after that.

“Did I wake you?” I asked.

She shook her head. “I can’t sleep. Can I sit with you?”

“Of course.”

As she sat, she leaned her head onto my shoulder. When she settled in a comfortable little ball, her arms hugging her shins, she whispered, “Everything is going to be okay.”

I wanted to argue that it wouldn’t, but I opted to keep my mouth shut instead. Beth fell asleep a few minutes later.

            


Chapter 62: Escalation


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from marshalcarper
                        

                    

                    Hey dude. We're all just doing our best. Yours is good enough.

 

You've likely seen me plug this one before, so instead of repeating that pitch, I'm going to let the pitch be that I'm having so much fun with this story that I'm promoting it again:




	

I Woke Up as the Villainess's Friend. I Don't Want to Be the Next Dark Queen
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An avid MMORPG player finds herself trapped in the world of an otome game she’s barely touched—and only out of obligation.

Now inhabiting the body of Bianca, the plain and overlooked friend of the villainess, she's exhilarated by the chance to live in a world brimming with magic. Determined to make the most of her knowledge of the game's opening events, she ventures into a beginner's dungeon to gain strength. But when a seed of darkness disguised as an innocent puppy crosses her path, her plans spiral out of control. It pushes her to level up, seize an overwhelming power, and face the temptation of becoming the next dark overlord.



What to expect:

No harem.

Posting schedule: Tuesdays, Fridays, and Sundays.

Dungeons, academy, empire building. A contract with the darkness. An isekai story where the MC has the potential to become the most powerful hero ever (or the villain, or the demon king...). A slow development of the MC's potential. An OP, devastating ability that the MC can only use once per day—and it's better if she avoids using it. A world where leveling up is difficult and the dungeons are controlled by the army. A system of magical affinities based on personality.

 



Read now

 















                

                The next day, Enforcer McDouglas called me to debrief. 

“We’ve been monitoring the Discord, and it doesn’t look like Sebastian or Smash suspect you as being CDM,” he said. “I don’t know how many more crashes you’ll get invited to because we are going to press this incident. Nico is pissed two crashers abandoned Larry to die and wants to know how many other crashers have gone missing because they were abandoned by teammates. 

“Maybe there were CKers in their midst. As far as Nico is concerned, leaving Larry to die was no different from murder. Hopefully this shakes loose some more specific intel about missing crashers.”

“Wow,” I replied. “Is Larry still doing okay?”

“So far. His lungs are pretty weak, so he needs a ventilator right now, but the doctors are hopeful. Life is going to be tough when he wakes up.”

“Because his lungs are so weak?”

“Because he’s going to jail,” McDouglas said. “He was rescued in the midst of committing a crime, you know.”

“Right.” I sighed. “It was all so stupid.”

That last thought just spilled out. I hadn’t really meant to speak. 

“I watched the video, and I agree. They weren’t coordinated enough for that level of challenge. Well, you made good choices out there. Get some rest.”

The events from the crash replayed over and over in my mind. The majority of our problems wouldn’t have happened if we moved methodically, but the pickings were small as it was. Moving more slowly would cost crashers XP and mana crystals. In their minds, it was better to take the risk and go fast.

Jonathan crawled like that. My sister crawled like that.

Like every other crasher, they were desperate for a taste of what the system could provide. Unlocking bow proficiency to support her bowyer aspirations made total sense to me. One hundred XP and then one hundred hours of practice, and she would accomplish what would take thousands of hours if practiced by hand. 

That would for sure be good for her new career goals of becoming a bowyer, so while I was mad at her for lying to me and risking her life like that, I understood why she went for it.

Jonathan may have been a little less practical than Beth in his aspirations, but he was a kid with a dream. He wanted to help, to better himself and Beth, and to move on to bigger things. Along the way, my talks about crawling might have emboldened him, making the dream feel even more irresistible.

I turned on a playlist of videos dedicated to spelunking, doing my best to avoid the videos that focused exclusively on how terrible it was to die in a cave. Whether this trip to Chestnut Ridge or the next, I knew Megan and I would get to Domonkos’ cave very soon. 

I needed to prepare for whatever tomorrow might hold.



Every trip to Domonkos’ property had been uneventful so far, but I found myself tossing and turning the night before our next run. The more I thought about how important rest was, how much I needed to be sharp and agile for a goblin encounter, the further away it seemed. 

My phone buzzed after midnight.

“Nico got invited to fill in for a crasher. All new party members. Gear up and head to the address I’m sending you now.”

I expected to be benched from crashing for a while. If I spent the night working the case, no way would I be any good to Megan as a party member with no sleep and battered from runs.

“I’m sorry to cancel on short notice,” my text to Megan began. “I have to work.”

“Ok,” she replied, adding nothing else.

Reading the tea leaves of short texts was my least favorite pastime. If she was upset, I didn’t blame her. There was nothing I could do at that moment to address it, though. 

Rubbing the sleep from my eyes, I hopped off the couch and dressed as quietly as I could. Beth was probably still at work, but Nathan was definitely asleep. I had tested the limits of our friendship far too much in the short time we knew each other. If I could avoid pushing that luck a little more with dumb stuff like being loud at night, I hoped he would find a little more patience to stick around.

I met McDouglas, wearing a salmon polo today, and another batch of investigators, though I was still not introduced to any of them by name, and confirmed my hidden helmet camera was charged and functional. We knew the name of the mod I was meeting, BipBop, but knew little else about them and nothing about who was joining us.

“Remember,” McDouglas coached, “You’re pissed about what happened to Larry. You’ve expressed those feelings in Discord already, so no need to play it up or say much more about it in person. Stay quiet, aloof, and suspicious. That’s our best chance of someone coming to us with more intel.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Sorry to toss you back in so quickly.”

“I don’t mind,” I said, and I wasn’t lying. I was tired, sore, and angry, but those feelings weren’t directed at the CDM.

“Keep playing things smart. You’re doing good.”

With that, I drove Nico’s car to the meetup point, the loading docks of an abandoned strip mall. 

“Faptabulous?” a man my age asked out the window of a rusted sedan. 

Of all the crashers I had met thus far, his outward appearance was the most crawler-like I had seen yet. He was taller than me, exceptionally fit, and had a Prince Charming jawline.

“BipBop?”

“Bip or Bippy is fine,” he said, opening the door to shake my hand. “Good to meet a crasher who isn’t a total idiot.”

“Yeah?”

“I didn’t believe Smash and Sebastian would bail on Larry like that, but they outright admitted to it when I called them on it in private. Strange times that I trust a brand new member more than our veterans.”

I nodded. “I’m spooked about it too.”

“Yet you came?”

“Juicy and Larry spoke pretty highly of the group,” I answered. “I felt like I could trust them, so this is me seeing if they were right and if it’s worth staying.”

“I’m moving on, I think,” Bip said.

“Yeah?”

He shrugged. “This is messy enough without worrying about assholes stabbing you in the back.”

“Well, if I pass your sniff test, I wouldn’t mind moving on too.”

“I hear you. We can see how it goes.”

A dusty SUV pulled in. An older man, maybe late fifties, got out of the driver’s seat, followed by a young man and woman. They looked to be Beth’s age, if that.

“CitizenAbel,” Bip said to the older man, “Meet Faptabulous.”

Abel shook my hand. “My kids, Cheddar and Mr_Biceps.”

Confusingly, Cheddar was the young man, and Mr_Biceps was the young woman.

“Thanks for getting Larry to the hospital,” Abel said. “I heard he’s awake. He’s got a family who can’t be here to say thank you, so I don’t mind saying it for them.”

“If you want someone to help you when you’re in trouble, I figure you have to help other people when they need it,” I replied.

Bip and Abel both nodded.

“We’ve got four fighters and an archer then,” Bip said. “Shall we go fishing?”

Just like Larry would do, Bip opened a laptop, connected it to a hotspot, and pulled up the CDM portal. Larry made more of an effort to hide his screen, but I already knew these crashers didn’t rely on third-party leaks.

“When does someone teach me that trick?” I risked asking. 

We still weren’t sure exactly how crashers got into the portal, and I felt like I had enough goodwill to get away with probing. I imagined McDouglas sitting in the van somewhere and cursing me for being reckless.

“You can buy dead crawler credentials if you know where to look,” Bip answered casually. If he was suspicious, he hid it perfectly.

“So you use the account until their membership runs out?”

Bip shook his head. “The CDM is shittier than every other government agency out there, and that’s saying something. On a normal crawler account, the license expires after nonpayment, but dead crawler accounts are bugged. When they assign the ‘Deceased’ status to crawler accounts, it turns off the need for payment but doesn’t actually disable access.”

“For real?”

“Shouldn’t surprise you. Idiots and assholes run all of it.”

I laughed. “Still. Seems like a giant oversight.”

“Oh, you have no idea,” Bip replied. “This is one of their smaller fuckups.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. If you end up being cool, I’ll show you the tricks.”

“That would be great.”

With an arm pump, Bip suddenly exclaimed, “Fuck yeah!”

He read an address out loud for the rest of us to scout from our phones.

“This is a D-ranked gate,” Bip added. “Forty-five minutes is a little far, but I’m okay with it if you guys are.”

“We’re in,” Abel said.

“Me too.”

With a nod, we hopped in our cars and sped out to the gate. I trusted that McDouglas and his team were close behind, like always. This particular location was entirely rural, and we had to park a bit farther away than usual. The isolation of the gate was a comfort, though, so no one seemed concerned about adding a ten-minute jog to our forty-five-minute drive.

We paused at the gate, two red curtains tied shut in front of a double doorway, to catch our breaths.

My phone dinged.

“Pizza night incoming! Explore pizza deals in your area!”

My heart jumped. Someone had purchased the gate rights, which meant a chance at encountering crawlers on our way out. That was unlikely, but knowing it was a possibility sent adrenaline surging through my system.

Bip cut the knot on the curtains and went inside. The rest of us followed.

The inside of the dungeon was a mine of some kind. Wooden supports were spaced every dozen yards. A set of minecart tracks ran down the middle, past a few piles of scrap wood and spools of dry-rotted rope.

“What kind of gate is this?” Abel yelled as we jogged deeper.

“Don’t know yet,” Bip answered. “Fap, you recognize this?”

“I don’t.”

“Probably goblins,” Bip added. “Stay sharp.”

We reached an intersection in the mines. Bip didn’t hesitate to continue running straight ahead, so the rest of us followed. 

A familiar fragrance reached my nose, like a mix between wet dog and laundry left to sour in a washing machine. But why was it familiar?

Another intersection was ahead.

“Wait!” I yelled. 

I was too late. Bip and Abel crossed into the intersections as I called for them to stop. A blur of fur burst from a side passage, tackling Bip. A second darted at Abel, and the extra moment he had to react was enough for him to get his mace and shield up. He was still bowled over, but he was aware enough to defend himself and roll through the tackle and back to his feet.

Bip, on the other hand, was blindsided. His body bent sideways at the hip from the force, and he dropped his sword.

“Dad!” Mr_Biceps screamed, not seeming to care about Bip.

“Werewolves!” I shouted.

Two more monstrously sized wolves came out of the shadows. One came at Abel from behind and went low to sink teeth into his thigh. The other had a more humanoid form and pounced on top of Bip, joining the first werewolf that tackled and pinned the crasher. 

The one werewolf was still trying to get to Bip’s throat, but an armored forearm was in the way. The second wolf met no resistance, however. Its yellow fangs bit into Bip’s left triceps.

I put two arrows into the second wolf with Dual Nocking. Both sank into the meat of its thick neck. The pain got its attention, but it moved more like it was annoyed than injured.

Shit.

I continued pumping arrows while Cheddar and Mr_Biceps launched themselves at Abel’s attackers. The wolf scratching at his throat took a sword to the back of the neck, caught entirely unawares. When it recoiled away, giving Abel a little bit of space, he brought an underhand strike with his mace up into the beast’s jaw. The crunch it made was like stomping on a glass cup.

The monster crumpled to the ground.

The two siblings ganged up on the second wolf gnawing at their father. It released Abel’s leg to defend itself. Instead of a frantic lunge, however, it snapped its mouth shut at a distance, posturing, looking for an opportunity to strike. 

Abel, panicking, lurched to help Bip, who was down but still alive. His forearm was shredded, but he had kept one werewolf at bay. My arrows stalled the other.

Abel smashed that wolf in the back of the head and then yelled in pain as a werewolf bit down on his shoulder. The very first werewolf, the one that took a mace to the jaw, was still in the fight after all. I raised my bow to help, but the werewolf was smart. It put Abel in the path of my arrows and jammed sharp claws into the man’s side, slipping through the seams of his platemail.

Cheddar and Mr_Biceps, cut down their wolf when I wasn’t looking. Now, I saw them hesitate. They couldn’t get to their dad without risking slicing him up in the process.

Even in hindsight, I still can’t tell you what gave me the idea. I activated Piercing Shot and aimed at Abel’s shoulder. The arrow punched through the old man and into the mouth of the werewolf. Gagging and sputtering, it released Abel to try and pull the arrow free. 

Instead of attacking the werewolf at his back, Abel threw himself forward, using his shoulder to knock the werewolf off of Bip while his children swung over his head to finish the wheezing monster. 

Abel bashed the last wolf in the face with the pommel of his sword, not stopping until its skull caved in on itself.

All the werewolves were dead. If your only knowledge of werewolves comes from folklore, you might believe that lycanthropy is contagious. While it’s true it is an actual virus, it isn’t compatible with Earth humans, so no crawler has ever caught it.

“We need to go,” I said. No one argued. 

“I can run,” Bip said, squeezing his wounded forearm. I guess some pressure was better than no pressure, but his hand barely covered a third of the damage. Blood flowed freely, already forming a puddle.

Cheddar ducked under his dad’s shoulder to help him walk.

“Should we grab the crystals?” Mr_Biceps asked, looking at the werewolf corpses.

“Shouldn’t take what isn’t yours,” a voice behind me bellowed.

I turned. A party of crawlers blocked our escape.

            


Chapter 63: My Manager


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from marshalcarper
                        

                    

                    Hello, friends. Thank you for returning for another week of CDM.

 

This is a solid system apocalypse rec that hits the right notes. If you dig the genre, Flux Core will probably end up on your read list:
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Flux Core [A System Apocalypse LitRPG Adventure]





Reid's birthday gift from the universe? Earth awakening as part of a planetary lottery put on by the system. This awakening turns animals into beasts, gives regular humans skills and powers, and sets off a series of events that will allow Earth to adapt and grow - or fail and die. 



Reid, separated from his family, must fight and win amidst the challenges of the new world. Reid is an outlier in more ways than one - and gets saddled with an initially less-than-helpful system shackle. His unlikely and atypical journey will neither be simple nor easy. Reid will reach for power and freedom, struggling with forces and implications far beyond himself.



What to expect:

• System-based things like stats, skills, levels, and grades

• A self-enhancement / self-made weapon powerset 

• A reasonably-sized cast of characters, some more important than others *wink* 

• Central focus is on the MC's experience, with plenty of other character's POV for extra flavor

• Science in the fiction - a bit of real-world science in the new universal rules of awakened space 

• Power, fights, and painful progression 

• A slow-fast journey into a larger universe (a good distance into the story)



 

3x New chapters per week (M, W, F). Chapters ~2k words each.















                

                Six crawlers stood between my party of crashers and the dungeon exit.

The man in the lead didn’t wear a helmet, carried a sword, and wore a thin gambeson. His devious smile didn’t move the swooping, curling mustache above his lip. Whatever he used to shape it made it rock hard, like a piece of plastic glued to his face.

To the man’s left was a large man in full plate with a kite shield. A woman in a mix of chain and leather wielded a spear and stood to his right.

I assumed that made the three in the back casters of some kind. I couldn’t get a good look at them, but I knew we were in trouble because I recognized their leader. I don’t know that he would have recognized my face if he saw it, but he couldn’t because of my helmet.

George Baker was a spellsword from the Furious Few. McDouglas and I interviewed him as a potential suspect for the death of the church crashers. He had told us that he only intermittently recorded runs, but every member of the party had a camera mounted somewhere on them now. Baker’s was strapped to his chest.

I eyed his sword. That blade was enchanted with Scorching. Whatever it hit, like a breastplate, immediately became red hot. Dying that way would be misery, and in that moment, Baker didn’t strike me as someone who believed in quick deaths.

“This is lucky,” Baker said, turning slightly to address his party. “You’ve all been training hard. You’ve got the skills to be one of the Furious Few. Now’s your chance to prove you have the commitment. Bottom feeders are a threat to our families. Kill them.”

“Wait!” I yelled. “I’m CDM! This is an official op.”

Baker laughed. To his party, he said, “Best not to let the scum talk too much. Get this done.”

I fired four arrows as quickly as I could, one for Baker and one for each of the casters in the back. They bounced off a Barrier that spanned the tunnel before they could find their marks. Baker had a hand up, grinning.

What level spellsword was he again? 17? Eh, that didn’t matter. He had to be over level 10 to multiclass, which put him out of my league by default.

“We’ll pay whatever you want,” Abel said. “Name it.”

I heard incantations from the back row. The frontliners standing with Baker raised their weapons.

“Fuck you, shitbags,” Bip spat. “Nothing but stuck-up cowards.”

Baker’s grin grew.

“Weapons down!” a voice yelled from farther down the hall behind the crawlers. McDouglas, still wearing his salmon polo but carrying a sword and shield, ran toward us with two investigators following behind. Neither had weapons, so I guessed they were casters. Since when did CDM investigators have caster classes, though?

They could also be stupid. Or monks. I couldn’t decide which option was the most likely.

“Crawler George Baker,” McDouglas continued, stopping several paces from the backrow of our attackers. “You and your party are under arrest. Weapons down and hands up.”

Baker glanced between McDouglas’ party and mine. The math playing out in his mind was obvious, but I didn’t know what answer he would come to. Would he try fighting his way out, or would he surrender?

“The livefeed of your threats to these crashers is already saved. If you make attacking us a part of it, you might win the fight, but you’ll be dead to rights on murdering crashers and government officials alike.”

“Admirable bluff, but that bluff was a silly choice when nobody has cameras.”

“Gray,” McDouglas said loudly, “helmet off.”

I did as I was told.

“Recognize him? He was with me when we interviewed you.”

Baker’s grin weakened. A sharp angle of concern pressed downward on his eyebrows.

“Hidden camera in the helmet,” McDouglas explained. “It’s over, Baker. You and your party need to decide whether you make it worse.”

The frontliners dropped their weapons and shields. The backrow of casters raised their hands above their heads.

Baker growled low and tossed his sword. “Nobody say a fucking word until your attorney shows up. Not a peep about anything, you hear?!”



Ambulances were already en route to the gate location and arrived not long after we exited the gate. The CDM called them as soon as they saw crashers coming in behind us. Reinforcements were called as well, but they took the longest to arrive.

Apparently, Baker’s team had just cleared a gate a few miles away and snatched this one up for the easy XP. Baker and his party were cuffed at the wrists and ankles with manacles infused with mana crystals. They were enchanted to react to mana use. Any attempt to cast would be met with a countermeasure. 

When Baker saw that McDouglas had, in fact, bluffed him, he spit on the investigator escorting him.

I crawled out of the back of an ambulance after getting looked over, passing Bip. 

“So you’re a rat after all?” he groaned as a paramedic bandaged his arm.

I nodded.

“What a piece of shit.”

Abel, Cheddar, and Mr_Biceps scowled at me as well. I expected gratitude, seeing as my presence saved their lives, but I realized that was naive. They survived, yes, but they were still under arrest. I didn’t know how the CDM handled witnesses to an undercover operation. Maybe they would get some degree of mercy, but none of that was my call.

I waited on the hood of a CDM SVU. An investigator I didn’t know told me to, so I stayed out of the way and watched as more cars arrived to transport the wounded and the prisoners. Enforcer Chapman and Investigator Dempson were among them, buttoning up evidence collection and witness statements. The video that Baker’s team recorded would go a long way to supporting what I captured.

I thought I should hide, perhaps, seeing as I was an unnamed criminal informant, but McDouglas gave me a reassuring wave. Maybe that was less of an issue since Baker wasn’t connected to Jonathan? He never explained, and I was too mentally fried to ask.

When the last transport pulled away, McDouglas said, “Don’t worry about Nico’s car. Ride with me back to the office.”

“Yes, sir.”

“What would you have done if he didn’t buy the livestream story?” I asked as we entered the city.

“Something else. Good work back there. I bet the video will be an entertaining watch.”

“I didn’t know werewolves were possible for a D-ranked gate.”

McDouglas nodded. “It’s a rarer variant, but not one that’s unknown. Not like encountering hobgoblins. Why do you look upset? This is a win.”

“My cover is burnt, and we didn’t bust Kielar.”

“That’s how ops shake out sometimes. When you’re throwing bait in the water, you don’t get to decide what bites.”

“What happens next?” I asked.

“We go where the evidence leads us. Arresting Baker will give us warrants for Furious Few records, and maybe one of the younger crawlers will flip to make things easier for us. Funny that a Furious Few manager was the one to put us onto this case in the first place. Didn’t see the snakes in her own yard.”

“And Kielar gets away with it.”

McDouglas nodded. “For now, yeah. I’m disappointed too.”

“It sucks, but I get it.”

“Good. You have to be able to stomach things like this to do this job. You’ll get some big wins, but don’t count on happy endings.”



I expected Beth to be upset by the news, especially since I could only talk about it with vagaries. Instead, she nodded quietly and said she had a shift at Milly’s to get to. When I got back into the CDM office that Monday, Megan only asked if everything went okay with work over the weekend. She seemed disappointed about not getting to hunt but never said anything about it.

Like Beth, she understood the nature of the situation. I was jealous of them for that. The logical side of my brain agreed, but I was raised on fire and brimstone. I was taught that evil deeds always led to indescribable suffering, and lying was unequivocally a sin. The bad were punished. The good were rewarded.

I left those ideas behind because I learned the real world didn’t work that way, but the conditioning was still there.

On Tuesday, Enforcer Grensmith called me into his office. He had a dour demeanor about him and motioned for me to close the door before I sat.

“Intern Enforcer Carmino, you’ve been busy.”

“Yes, sir.”

“In light of your actions, we are not continuing your internship.”

The rush of blood leaving my face made me dizzy. I was only two weeks away from being finished. Two weeks! I put all of that effort into this internship only to lose it when I was so close to the finish line.

“We’re moving you into an enforcer position early.”

“Huh?”

Grensmith nodded. “Don’t let it get to your head because Wilson and Black are getting the same promotion. They don’t know yet, so please keep that to yourself.”

They started their internships after me. Had they been doing a bunch of undercover work too? They must have done something remarkable to cut the line by several months.

“An agency shakeup is coming down from the top, and we’ll need more enforcers quick, so you three lucked out.”

“Oh.”

“This is where you say-”

“Thank you, sir. I’ll do my best.”

“Good,” Grensmith said. “Please send Wilson in next.”

I may not have been promoted because I was a star student–as I had briefly hoped–but the pay bump for becoming an enforcer would be an enormous help. This was awesome.

Wait. Why was I celebrating this? 

The undercover opportunity was only possible because Jonathan got CKed. He fucking died, and his body was lost to a different dimension. His parents would never get proper closure, nor would Beth. Yeah, good for me getting a pay raise. I couldn’t believe I forgot those facts so quickly when my life improved by even a small amount.

Later that day, Megan tapped me on the shoulder. "We’re all going out to celebrate the promotions. Join us?"

“No, thanks. I have errands to run.”

Megan again gave me that quizzical look where she knew I was lying but didn’t press the issue.

“I’m good for this weekend, though,” I added, in an attempt to soften my refusal a bit. “I’m sorry I missed last Saturday.”

“It’s fine. The day off was pretty nice, actually. It felt great to sleep in for once.”

“Well, I’m still sorry I bailed.”

“Permadeath.”

I frowned. I very much wanted to continue playing the deeply regretful friend.

“That’s a me and Nathan thing,” I said. “I don’t know that you have the rights to call permadeath.”

“He said you would say that, so he knighted me.”

“That’s not a thing we do.”

“Take it up with him. In the meantime, permadeath.”

“Okay, okay,” I relented. “Have a good time tonight.”

While the interns went out to celebrate, I went to a different bar. I sat for a couple of hours, watching soccer bloopers on mute, and went home. I went again the next day, and then the day after that. Finally, I spotted the mark I had been waiting for.

Brennan Kielar.

He came in with his arm around a girl. Their attraction to each other was plain to see. They giggled and leaned close. She blushed when he said something I couldn’t hear. Then he blushed when she replied with a coy smirk.

I downed my drink and approached their seats at the bar.

“Brennan! Good to see you again!” I said.

He looked at me, startled and confused. 

“It’s Dorian, from the CDM. Remember me?”

“Yeah. Sure. Uhh-”

I slapped a photo on the bar. Brennan looked down. His mouth gaped, and his skin went white.

Jonathan’s smiling face stared back up at him. This was a photo of him coaching a youth baseball team.

Brennan’s gaze shifted to me. He was afraid.

Tapping the photo with my pointer finger, I hoped that he could feel every drop of hate I had for him. That reaction confirmed it for me. No one would go ashen seeing a photo of someone they never met, but someone they CKed? That would do it.

Being here to confront Brennan was stupid. Taunting him with a photo of Jonathan was also stupid. I had just gotten a bump up with the CDM, and I was already off-book seeking justice in my own way.

Yes, it was dumb to put my career at risk, but however stupid it may have been, it felt right. I had to do it.

“Do you still have my card?” I asked.

He nodded weakly.

“Good,” I said and left the bar.

            


Chapter 64: Fieldwork


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from marshalcarper
                        

                    

                    Book 2 starts tomorrow. Patreon readers are on chapter 16ish of book 2 already: https://www.patreon.com/c/marshalcarper

 

This story really surprised me right from the jump. Each time the MC dies, she gets a new copy of herself, and that quickly spirals into some really funny and interesting story beats. Usually the rebirth/respawn/timeloop mechanic is something of a pure benefit to the MC, but this approach to the trope ensures that the death still matters even if she doesn't really die.
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                “I’m glad we left Domonkos with his truck,” I said, scanning the trees beyond the creek at Chestnut Ridge.

“Why is that?” Megan asked.

“We ribboned this whole stretch last time.”

Megan looked around. “You’re right. We had the start of a trail mapped out. A couple might fall in a bad storm or something, but a few would have survived.”

“And we’d see some ribbons snagged somewhere.”

“Mmmhmm.”

I reached for the radio. “You near your walkie?”

After a burst of static, I heard Domonkos say, “You bet.”

“Looks like goblins have been busy. Wanted to give you the heads-up.”

“Roger that. Thanks for the warning.”

I didn’t feel the need to have an arrow nocked, but I did put on my helmet. Reacting to a surprise attack was easier with all of my brains inside my skull, I figured. Megan seemed to agree and put hers on as well.

If goblins tore down all the ribbons, at least one of them had to have left evidence behind, so we started searching around what we recalled of the trail we marked out, tying new ribbons as we went. I wasn’t hopeful that the goblins would leave them up this time, but helping us find our way back to Domonkos even once made it worth the effort in my eyes.

Megan whistled. I joined her squatting near the base of a tree, eyeing a runny brown pile.

“What does goblin scat look like?” she asked.

“Like a toddler with a bad diet shit in the woods?”

“Huh. That’s a pretty good description.”

I shrugged. “Being an English major comes in handy when you least expect it.”

“So now we look for the next step,” Megan said as she began searching. “Does that look like a shit print to you?”

Yep. The goblin that shit on the tree, or I suppose it could have been a friend of theirs, stepped in it and walked away. 

“Something slipped in the mud right there.” I pointed to a small groove. 

Megan didn’t immediately find the next track, or the one after that, but then we found a few dozen. I suppose we did need what we learned about tracking to find it, but I suspect we would have dumbed into the obvious trail eventually. Following this marching band wasn’t the brain teaser I expected tracking to be.

We went deeper into the woods, marking the trail as we went and practicing the step-by-step landmark system Domonkos taught us. I wasn’t very good at remembering the trail–down the hill to the right of the stump with the green sapling, straight ahead along the fallen log, up the muddy hill–but I was still new to the process, so much so that I don’t know that I would have trusted myself to do this without the ribbons.

Reaching the top of a small rise, we looked down on a small creek. Megan gasped.

There were so many footprints. The mud was like the pocked surface of a sponge. I suppose this could have been the result of one very active goblin, but the obvious answer was the most likely: a bunch of goblins lived in these woods.

I caught a shift in my peripheral vision.

“Don’t turn now,” I said as I crouched as if looking at the tracks. “Goblins to your left. I saw five but could be more.”

“I don’t hear any running to get help.”

“Same. They’re coming toward us.”

“On three?”

“Yep,” I said. “One… two…”

Megan drew her sword and pivoted hard to her left. While she charged forward, I nocked an arrow and got a full view of the battlefield. I saw seven goblins stalking our way. Four moved directly at us, while three seemed intent on circling behind our position.

Since we interrupted them, those three were more like an off-center backrow than a separate front. For now.

Oh. Those three had bows and arrows. That was new. Until that point, we hadn’t encountered goblins sophisticated enough to make a functional bow.

“They have bows,” I said to Megan.

“Roger.”

I fired at the goblin archers. The first arrow took one off its feet, a direct hit between the eyes. The second missed, and the third thunked into a tree when the goblin ducked behind cover.

As I drew and loosed, I tried to remember my T-Form, the shape my body was supposed to make when I used my bow. This problem was similar to my early habit of not properly aligning my upper body with the shot, but Tailf3ther suspected the draw weight increase that came with my ironwood bow created a common bad habit: my lead shoulder shrugged, an unconscious compensation for the change in weight.

That shrug “collapsed” my T-Form. 

The four goblins Megan attacked dramatically underestimated her speed and strength. She brought her sword down on one as it raised its club to block. Its eyes bulged in surprise as Megan’s sword blasted through its club and sliced the top of its skull open.

Both goblin archers fired on me. I was far enough away that I could slip behind a tree for cover, but they were impressively relentless. They alternated firing in an attempt to keep me pinned. 

I was faster. 

“T-Form shoulder,” I told myself.

Megan probably would have been fine without my help, but I winged one of the three bearing down on her. The shot was open without me leaving cover, so I took it. She activated Rapid Attack, and I didn’t bother watching the rest. She had it in hand.

I nocked an arrow. 

As soon as a goblin arrow soared by my tree of choice, I popped out and waited. A little green fucker popped up with its bow. I got it in the nose.

The last one tried to run. It was smart enough to weave through the trees, keeping me from getting a clear shot.

But instead of worrying about me, it should have worried about Megan. She ran it down in seconds, cutting it in half without slowing her run.

We both scanned the forest around us as we carefully regrouped. Neither of us saw signs of movement, so we moved in the direction the goblins attacked from.

“Can goblins kill a wild boar?” Megan whispered.

I too was shocked to see a young boar, not exactly a piglet but definitely not fully grown, stippled with goblin arrows. 

“That was a hunting party, not a scouting party,” I whispered back.

Megan nodded. “Hunting parties have much looser timetables. That’s good for us.”

I agreed. We continued onward, the goblin footpath making it easy to intuit the right direction. Our guard was up, and we searched diligently for another ambush. 

Then we came upon the most curious thing: tree stumps. Dozens of them. Chopped down by axes and dragged away.

We heard the dull thunk of more axes at work. They weren’t on the path of the trail, so we paid close attention to the cadence. If all of the axes suddenly went quiet, that would be a big clue as to whether or not those goblins spotted us.

Stopping at a rough-cut treeline, we saw the entrance to Domonkos’ cave. It reminded me of my first ever dungeon gate. The mouth was wide but squat, but the goblins didn’t need to duck to go inside. The area immediately around the entrance was stomped down with packed dirt from heavy traffic.

The goblins milled around it like ants. They had a pile of human trash off to one side, everything from old tires to corrugated sheet metal, like you might see on a hunting shack. A batch of goblins chopped at felled trees, cutting them into smaller pieces. Larger goblins stood by, watching the smaller ones work, shouting at them occasionally, sometimes hitting them too.

Thirty-seven goblins. I counted thirty-seven goddamn goblins, and that didn’t include the lumberjacks in the forest and who knows how many inside the cave.

If we were spotted now, we were screwed. As if reading my mind, Megan gently retreated from our lookout point. I was happy to follow suit.

When we returned to the site of the battle, Megan put a hand on my shoulder to steady herself. She had contained her sense of utter shock until that very moment.

“Holy shit,” she whispered. “We can’t fight that many.”

“Not a chance.”

Megan looked around at the mild carnage our skirmish had left behind. “If they find a bunch of buddies sliced up, the whole nest will know humans are around and heighten their defenses.”

“Or get more aggressive.”

“That too,” Megan conceded.

“Don’t laugh, but what if we smashed them up? Pulverize their bodies to the point you can’t tell swords and arrows were involved.”

Her head tilted backward. “I hate that idea so much.”

“Sorry.”

“No, it’s a good idea. I hate it, but it’s worth a try. Did you count your arrows?”

“That’s insulting.”

Megan stifled a giggle and grabbed a log. “Let’s get this done.”

So we spent the next ten minutes brutalizing a batch of goblin corpses. We were so insanely new to hunting wild goblins that I had no idea whether or not this was worth our time. If there was a chance it could work, and we had the opportunity to try it, I figured we might as well.

That was by far the messiest we had ever gotten hunting wild goblins.

When we finally got back to Domonkos’ truck, he jumped out of the cab and rushed toward us. “Oh no, oh no.”

Megan held up her hands. “None of it is ours.”

Domonkos put his hands on his knees. “Oh, thank the Lord. You scared me out of my loafers.”

“The nest is enormous,” I said.

“How many?”

“We saw over forty outside of the cave,” Megan answered.

Domonkos put a hand over his mouth. 

I added, “The nest is advanced enough that they are making better weapons and gathering resources.”

“Is that bad?”

I shrugged. “I know it’s not good.”

“What next then?”

“We need to figure that out,” Megan said. “That’s enough for today, though.”

Domonkos eyed our gore-covered clothes. “Do you mind riding in the bed of the truck this time?”



Megan and I set a box of Domonkos’ family files on the dining room table to learn as much as we could about the cave and the broader area around it. Beth and Nathan joined us.

“I always liked how old photos are so grainy,” Beth said. “They couldn’t capture the actual moment, just this crude shadow of it. That’s more magical, I think.”

Megan leaned over to look at a family photo in Beth’s hand. “I know it’s because of cameras at the time, but they always look so miserable. I don’t see magic. I see coal dust and hard times.”

“Whoa,” Nathan said. “This is a newspaper clipping from 1802. Two dudes from Smithfield got lost and were in the caves for three days. This says they were in each other’s arms ‘waiting for the end.’ And here’s an article about a car park going up near the caves.”

“Car park?” I asked. “When was that?”

Nathan squinted. “1926 or 1928. The print’s fuzzy.”

He continued flipping through clippings.

“Holy cow,” he added a moment later. “A plane crashed near the entrance in 1936.”

“A whole plane?” Megan asked.

“As opposed to what, they dropped off part of it?” Nathan teased.

Megan rolled her eyes. “Ugh, I deserved that. I made it too easy.”

“This whole stack is all notes and research from a Ralph Bossart,” I said. “He’s got maps, geological data… ‘In total, I believe that once fully mapped, this cave system could equal five miles or more.’”

The map we did have was intimidatingly large. The cave opened into a straight stretch with formations in the middle. The crisscross of passages to the left of the entrance looked like the cracks on a dry lakebed, and the passages to the right went from four down to three. The shape reminded me of a pistol with its grip chopped off.

The map had notations for locations like “Devil’s Staircase,” “Grand Canyon,” “Dining Room,” and “Hall of the Mountain King.”

Everyone else stopped reading and looked up. 

“Five miles?” Beth asked. “That’s huge.”

“I was picturing a fancy hole in the side of a mountain,” Megan said.

Nathan pulled a map out of my fingers. “This is crazy. Look at all this. This note here says, ‘belly crawl passage,’ oh no way. Fuck that.”

“This is a dungeon,” I declared. “Right there on the surface of our world.”

Megan gestured for Nathan to pass her the document. “Whoa. Yeah, this is bigger than a lot of gates. What do we do next, then?”

“Our jobs. We’re going to clear this dungeon.”



“You said that coffee prices might come down,” Beth said, setting a cup of tea in front of me. “How long do you think something like that takes?”

This tea shop was one of the first places in Pittsburgh I showed her when she moved in. She had remarked about the novelty of seeing coffee for sale back then too.

I answered, “Years, maybe? There’s a whole lot of economics involved in that. A whole lot that I don’t understand.”

“Maybe next time we’re here it will be cheaper,” she mused. “If it is, I’ll buy you a cup to celebrate finishing your internship. If it does take years, we’ll find something else to celebrate.”

“I’ll hold you to that.”

Beth smiled and looked out the window at a cold, rainy Pittsburgh morning. That rain would be snow before long.

“Beth… We can’t keep putting this off.”

“Putting off what?” she asked.

“You lied to me.”

Her expression fell. Her eyes followed it down into her cup. “Yes, I did.”

“I don’t know what to do here,” I admitted.

“Are you kicking me out?”

“Jesus, no. I mean that I don’t know how to handle this. Do I get mad? Do I yell? You hurt me, and it’s felt like we can’t talk about it.”

“Because of Jonathan.”

“Yeah.”

Beth wrapped both hands around her cup but didn’t drink. She still hadn’t looked up either. “I thought the risk was worth it. Saying that now, it sounds so obviously stupid, but I really believed that before. And like you said, I’ve killed a lot of goblins already… No, forget I said that. None of this is your fault.”

“We have to be able to trust each other. There are no safety nets for us if we mess up. We fall off that tightrope? It’s going to hurt, and I’ve fallen enough from lower heights to know.”

“How do I make it up to you?”

I shrugged. “This is one of the things mom and dad never taught us.”

“Apologizing?”

“Having hard conversations that actually improve our lives when they’re over,” I said.

“Oh.”

The move I knew best was to yell, talk about how disappointed I was, and then threaten to get my belt. Truthfully, that was my first instinct, and I felt it bubbling within me there at the tea shop. I had spent days knowing that was the wrong route to take, but it seemed so natural. So easy.

Beth spoke softly, “I’m really sorry.”

“I know, and making you feel bad isn’t how I want to handle this. I’m not trying to punish you, and I’m not demanding you atone, or anything like that.”

“What are you trying to do?”

That was a good question. I thought. “I worry about you every minute of every day. I guess I’m trying to get that back down to the level where we were, where you getting arrested or killed wasn’t even a thought. Does that make sense?”

She nodded.

“If you can promise not to hide something like this from me again, I can move on. I like trusting you. Having you back in my life has been so good for me. I don’t want to lose you, for any reason, but I don’t know that I could survive another lie like this one.”

“How does this work? Do we not have any secrets?”

“No, I don’t think that’s what I mean,” I said. Fuck. This was so hard. “It’s all the same reasoning you gave me when you busted me going hunting. I care about your safety, and I want to know when you’re in danger. Even if I can’t do anything about it, I need that truth.”

“I want the same.”

“I promise to trust you. We can’t change what happened, but I won’t hold it against you. As soon as this conversation is over, I’ll go back to knowing you are making good choices when I’m not around. This was an anomaly, and it’s sucked enough for both of us already.”

“Just like that?” Beth asked. “You can really trust me again?”

“I think so. This is new for me too, remember. The Carmino method is different.”

Chuckling, she replied, “You mean burying it but staying angry about it forever?”

“Yeah. Instead, we can know it’s squashed and move on. No keeping scorecards for rights and wrongs, and no rubbing each other’s noses in a mistake we already addressed.”

“I’d like to try that.”

I stood and pulled Beth to her feet to hug her. “Neither of us knows how to be an adult, but if we’re genuinely trying to be better, that has to count for something, right?”

She hugged me back. “It counts for everything.”



See you in book 2!
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                My first six months at the Center for Dungeon Management weren’t what I expected, but they were finally behind me.

My internship had officially concluded, making me a full-fledged CDM enforcer. I counted the days to when my direct deposit would reflect the pay bump. Finances were less dire now that Beth had found her footing, but I still wanted to be there for her, especially after she lost Jonathan so suddenly. The money still wasn’t enough–somehow it never was–and working for my next CDM promotion would take time. Until then, I had another source of income: The Dungeon Diva’s YouTube channel.

If this next hunt didn’t kill me, the channel had the potential to hit a new level of ad revenue. Admittedly, Megan's and my survival odds weren’t great if we treated this hunt like a dungeon crawl.

We estimated the goblin nest in the Chestnut Ridge caves to be over a hundred strong. From the outside, we saw they had grown sophisticated enough to assign jobs to goblins–some hunted, some cut wood, some stood guard, and others whipped any goblins not working hard enough. Where the goblins I encountered in dungeon gates used improvised or salvaged weapons, these goblins crafted bows and axes.

Crude bows and axes, sure, but it suggested a level of coordination and intelligence Megan and I hadn’t dealt with before.

Furthermore, we had no real idea how old the nest was. Michael Domonkos, the farmer who inherited this land from his family, discovered signs of goblins months ago. How long had they been there before that? He had no idea.

The longer a nest was around and the bigger it got, the more likely it was to have advanced variants. Berserkers and shamans were the most likely but also the most basic. Goblin paladins, champions, and kings were more advanced threats. According to some out-of-print guides, goblins could eventually take on system classes, making them even more dangerous.

That was a far cry from the E and D gates Megan and I were accustomed to running. Other large goblin nests had grown to be B- and A-ranked challenges. We didn’t know enough about goblins to fully assess this one, but expecting it to be something two level 6 crawlers could handle alone would have been mind-bogglingly naive.

For anyone else, that is. 

Megan and I had something the average level 6 duo didn’t: a plan built entirely from internet searches with only tangential relevance to wild goblin hunting. Don’t worry, we spent less than a week on it.

With that level of preparation, how could we fail?

Domonkos drove us and our supplies to the end of the old reservoir access road at the foot of the Allegheny Mountains. The fall air was cold and crisp. Frost coated the tall grass along the road, glittering white and silver under the first rays of dawn.

“I want these goblins gone as much as anyone,” Domonkos said, leaning against the side of his pickup in stained blue jeans and a frayed flannel shirt, “but are you two sure about this? Nothing out there is worth two kids dying for.”

Megan forced a smile but did a poor job of hiding her nervousness. “We’ll be okay,” she managed.

“Of everything we have planned, the escape route is the most reliable,” I added, reassuring myself as much as I was reassuring Megan and Domonkos. “If it looks bad, we’ll run.”

“Can I help yinz carry something at least?” he asked. 

Domonkos jammed a pinky in his ear and twisted it around. Amazingly, his black tufts of ear hair stuck out just the same when he finally wiped the pinky on his pants.

I shook my head. “Megan likes to remind me how much higher her strength stat is. We’re just putting that to work.”

She rolled her eyes but slipped her arms through her harness anyway. The sled behind her was loaded with gear. We had a tent, a kerosene lamp, two sleeping bags, a big cooler full of meat, six boxes of wine, two cans of gasoline, four boxes of fireworks, and a spool of barbed wire. My personal pack had a few smoke signals from a surplus store and a basic toolkit with things like hammers, screwdrivers, saws, and pliers. Megan’s pack was almost entirely smoke signals.

I also had a few dozen cheap remote control lights, but I had those in a separate bag on my hip. They were usually meant for kitchen cabinets or something, and we got them from this ultra-cheap knockoff site based in Angola. Nearly all consumer manufacturing happened there, so if you didn’t mind losing the brand name, you could buy just about anything.

I was against bringing the wine at first, but Megan insisted the plan would work better with wine, as long as we had lots of it. When I attempted to veto the idea, she reminded me that I insisted on all the new full-body camouflage we were wearing and that I forced that decision through despite her objection.

So fine. Let’s go into the goblin hunt with a few gallons of shitty wine. Whatever.

On our way, I dropped one of the lights every few yards. Once we got the bulk of the supplies across the creek, we piled them up and readied our weapons. We would come back for the rest of the gear later.

The last time we were through here, we marked the trail to the caves with bright ribbons, but the goblins had torn them all down. They did the same to the first batch of ribbons a few weeks back, so this wasn’t a surprise. On this front, the number of goblins worked in our favor. So many of them came and went that a few dozen different trails all led back to the nest in the caves.

We could follow them easily enough, but the first phase of our assault was to eliminate the farther-ranging goblins in the forest surrounding the cave. The last time we were here, we encountered a goblin hunting party and spotted a separate group of goblin loggers. The activity around the nest wouldn’t be exactly the same now, so we needed to move slowly and carefully to avoid giving ourselves away.

Goblins could be anywhere.

For the plan to have the best chance of succeeding, we needed to get to the treeline around the cave entrance without goblins raising the alarm. Previously, thirty-some goblins were right around the entrance, all doing various jobs for the nest. If even half of those came flooding into the forest before we were ready, we probably wouldn’t pull this off.

A few dozen yards after the creek, we heard the thunk of axes on trees. One of the guides we read said that goblins were least active at dawn, and I thought that very noise proved that wrong. Then Megan held up three fingers.

She counted three goblin lumberjacks. That was far fewer than before. Maybe there was merit to this attack-at-dawn tactic.

As we circled around the goblins to cut off their route back to the nest, I listened closely. It took me longer than it took Megan, but I too counted three distinct tools at work. When we were near enough to see them, Megan shook her head and raised a fourth finger.

But that wasn’t her fault. The fourth goblin carried part of a muddy nylon rope like it was a whip. It stood at the edge of the worksite, yawning and scratching its ass. When one of the lumberjack goblins paused to catch its breath, the fourth goblin hissed a warning. As soon as the ax was swinging again, the guard went back to being bored and sleepy.

Perhaps these goblins were being punished for something?

To me, that was another sign of an increasingly sophisticated goblin nest. Their numbers were great enough that clear stratifications of power were in place. This scene alone confirmed that the nest had at least one leader in command, a class of enforcer goblins to make sure those commands were followed, workers to obey those commands, and then poor puds like these three lumberjacks: workers who didn’t obey commands and had to be punished.

With goblins, we could assume that this leader was a more powerful variant than the others.

I counted down from three, and we sprung our attack.

Being a dex archer was great for situations like this. I nocked my lesser ironwood bow and put an arrow through the side of the guard’s skull. My already high dex was enhanced by an ability that improved my reload speed as well as the archer class’s version of the Momentum ability. Every arrow I landed, my speed increased by 1%. As long as I kept firing and hitting in quick succession, those bonuses would stack.

Four goblins wasn’t a huge runway for building up speed, but that was fine. I was far faster than a regular goblin even without the buffs.

My virtual archery instructor, Tailf3ther, warned me that dex archers tended to develop bad follow-through habits. Abandoning your aiming position too quickly could end up affecting your accuracy. Dropping your bow to “watch” the arrow fly was a similarly common issue. Minding your follow-through in both cases was better for your consistency.

But the whole point of a dex build was to shoot hella fast, so I was always changing targets. I hadn’t quite figured out how to have good follow-through while still being the ultra-fast archer my build wanted me to be.

Before the goblin guard hit the ground, I headshotted another lumberjack, put an arrow in the spine of a second as it ran, and then missed the third, my arrow thudding into a tree. In a forest, straight lines between you and your target weren’t always easy to come by. A small change in angle could put a sapling, or a branch, or a full-grown tree in the path of your arrow. That knowledge made the reality no less frustrating, of course.

I wondered if the goblin had time to celebrate surviving the arrow before Megan put her sword through its chest.

As soon as the last goblin went down, we crouched and waited. The only sounds in the forest were a few birds and the rustling of fall leaves. No shouts of alarm. No swarm of angry footsteps.

Still traveling slowly and cautiously, we looped around to the other side of the cavern entrance to confirm no more goblins were active in the forest. We couldn’t discount the possibility that a hunting party left before we arrived and could still be out there to flank us, but searching the whole of the mountain wasn’t an option.

As we approached the treeline to view the cave directly, we heard the sound of goblins starting work. They grumbled to one another in their twisted, raspy voices. Axes split firewood, and hammers struck boards. I was surprised to hear them building, but actually it was the opposite. The goblins were ripping nails out of old boards, likely stripped from an abandoned house or cabin somewhere nearby.

The nest was getting busier, but there were twelve goblins outside instead of close to forty. Good. This was really good.

I settled into a good lookout position and gave Megan a thumbs-up. She nodded and ran back toward the creek. If either of us keyed our radios, we would know the other was in trouble. Otherwise, I had to sit and wait for Megan to do her part.

Fifteen minutes later, Megan parked the sled behind me at the lookout point and started unpacking flares and smoke signals.

Our next move was inspired by Leo Major, a World War II soldier from Canada who liberated an entire town–by himself. Nazis were pretty fucking stupid, but I figured if Major could fool that many humans pre-system, then two level 6s could do the same to goblins.

His strategy relied on deception. He attacked the nazi camp in such a way that the defenders believed a much larger force had them surrounded. To accomplish that, Major did things like throw grenades from weird angles, change positions frequently before firing again, and set distant buildings ablaze with small slow fires so he would be somewhere else when they finally roared to life.

You might not know this, but a civilian can’t buy grenades. Instead, we bought small smoke signals and one “extreme volume” smoke signal. They were all meant to be used in emergency rescue situations and produced dense clouds of pink or orange smoke. The guy at the surplus store said Airsoft nerds loved them, so he kept them in stock. I knew about the extreme-volume smoke signal because Nathan and I watched a video one time of a college kid setting one off in his dorm room.

I felt like Major would have used those too if he had them.

While I stayed on lookout directly across from the cave entrance, the apex of a crude semicircle, Megan went to one end of the treeline and pulled the cord on one smoke signal. Staying in the cover of the treeline, she ran toward my position, dropping another as she went. As she passed behind me, I stood and started to rain arrows down onto the goblins below.

Piercing Shot, an ability that allowed me to fire through one enemy to hit another, had a 10 second cooldown. Double Nocking had the same effect and cooldown but with two arrows. I sent two arrows into and through the largest goblin in the group that was, perhaps, on its way to becoming a berserker, and then double-headshotted the smaller firewood goblin behind him.

And I kept firing.

A moment later, two more smoke signals sparked to life on the other side of me. Megan lit flares and firecrackers next, throwing them toward the cave, ducking, and shifting a quick ten or fifteen feet away before throwing the next, creating the illusion of them coming from all directions.

Four goblins with short spears ran out of the cave to defend the nest, but the chaos overwhelmed them as quickly as it overwhelmed the workers, many of whom were already dead. The others screamed and scrambled to get into the safety of the cave, fighting to push past the goblins running out with spears.

I continued pumping arrows at the goblins. With so much open ground between the cave exit and my position, they couldn’t hope to cross it alive, especially without shields.

Another batch of reinforcements burst from the cave a moment later, but they retreated almost immediately. Everywhere they looked was fire, smoke, and death. Goblins were ruthless creatures, but they were ultimately selfish. They wouldn’t throw their lives away if circumstances looked grim.

Megan appeared behind me with one of the gas cans. “Status?”

“Go.”

With her sword and shield on her back, a gas can in one hand, and a smoke signal in the other, she ran toward the first smoke signal she dropped and approached the cave entrance from the side, hugging the mountain so no goblin inside the cave could see her coming. Her follower drone hovered over her shoulder, recording everything. A goblin would peek out occasionally, only to see an arrow speeding toward its face. 

“Clear!” I yelled.

Megan tossed the extreme smoke signal into the entrance of the cave and retreated behind the pile of scrapwood. 

As much as I would have liked to simply smoke the goblins out, the Chestnut Ridge Caves were astoundingly large. Nathan ran the math for us a few times, and he didn’t see how we could ever fill five miles of cave with enough smoke. If we somehow managed to do that, we didn’t know if this cave had other exits or small cracks in the ceiling for smoke to escape.

All of the accounts of armies using that tactic in the past, like Roman General Quintus Sertorius, were in small, narrow cave systems. In Sertorius’ case, the Characitani hid in caves on high cliff walls. Any soldier trying to climb into the caves was quickly beaten back. Sertorius noticed that the wind blew directly into the caves, so he smoked them out to win the battle instead of risking the climb again.

But those caves were tiny. The Chestnut Caves had its share of tight spaces, but it also had–according to the maps and notes Domonkos gave us–massive open chambers.

So, our smoke grenade was intended to obscure the exit. If a few goblins choked on the pink smoke, great.

To keep the monsters honest, I sent an arrow into the smoke at random times. While I did that, Megan threw the scrapwood and firewood the goblins had collected into a pile in front of the entrance. Her strength stat made tossing the fuel into place easy enough, keeping her out of any line of fire a goblin inside could have. She made sure to save pieces that were long and at least as thick as my arm. Instead of on the fire, she threw them into the open field in front of the cave, well away from the flames. We would need those later.

In thirty seconds, the stack of wood was half the height and half the width of the cave. She splashed some gasoline on it and then threw the still half-full can onto the pile. She struck a flare, ran a few feet away, and tossed it.

VOOSH.

I felt the wave of heat push all the way to the trees as the burn pile briefly disappeared under a black mushroom cloud. 

With that first ignition done, Megan turned around and resumed throwing anything and everything around the nest onto the pile or into the cave, if the angle was right. More wood. Scrap metal. A few skins left out to cure. Rocks. Sticks.

“Clear!” she yelled over her shoulder.

It was my turn to run.

I slung my bag of tools over my shoulder, tucked a box of fireworks under my arm, and carried the spool of barbed wire down the small hill to the cave entrance. 

From growing up around farms, I knew a little bit about working with barbed wire. It was unwieldy if you expected it to bend anything like string. The trick was to let the spool do the work of putting the wire in the right place.

So, I threw half the box of fireworks into the cave entrance, smiled a little bit when the high-pitched zips and bright flashes went off inside, and started with the wire. 

While I removed my gloves, pliers, and a hammer, Megan did the same with her own tools. With heavy leather protecting my hands, I picked up one of the long pieces of wood Megan had set aside and wrapped wire around it twice before rolling the spool a few feet through the grass to Megan. She dropped another long board on top of the wire, wrapped it like I did mine, and then rolled the spool back to me, holding her board in place with her foot. 

We repeated that process six times before I cut the wire from the spool and added brackets to all the wrap points to better hold them in place. We tossed more fireworks over the burn pile and into the cave and then stood our crappy barbed wire fence upright. Like cheerleaders stretching a banner across the field for a football team to run through, we pressed the barbed wire over the cave exit.

It wasn’t very sturdy, but that was fine. 

While I sat off to the side of the cave wrapping whatever was around with barbed wire–logs mostly, but I found a couple big rocks too–Megan set our camp up a few yards into the forest. She pitched our crappy canvas tent, rolled out our sleeping bags, and started a small campfire.

By the time she was done, I had added half a dozen barbed wire obstacles into the path of the cave. Between those, the fire, and the flimsy fence stretched over the entrance, I hoped the goblins wouldn’t rush to escape the caves any time soon.

When I joined Megan at the camp, I sat next to her, facing the cave to watch it, and happily accepted a bottle of water.

“That was too much running,” she said. “We need a bigger party.”

“I thought you did pretty good.”

She scowled.

“But yeah, we do need to figure the party thing out. You and I can handle piddly nests, but challenges like these? We’re really pressing our luck.”

“Think about the views, though.”

“I know, I know.” 

The degenerates that watched the Dungeon Divas had better appreciate the effort here. Megan and I needed our YouTube channel to continue being successful.

I reached for my radio.

“Phase 1 is complete. We’re in position. I repeat, Phase 1 is complete, and we are in position.”

“Roger that,” Domonkos replied in a brief burst of static.

“Phase 2 then?” Megan asked.

I nodded.

She grinned. “I’ll grab the wine and then get lunch started.”



Throughout the day, we added fuel to the fire, tossed a few more batches of fireworks through the entrance, did the same with the second gas can, and made a game of lobbing stones into the cave entrance.

Sometimes, we heard goblins shouting over the crackling of the flames, and on two occasions, spells shot out into the bonfire, as if to push the debris away from the exit, but we had piled up so much shit by then that the mass barely shifted.

I sat on a cooler full of raw chicken legs and breasts to watch the cave while Megan was in her sleeping bag.

Our campfire burned low as the sun set. An uneaten, cooked chicken thigh sat in a cast iron pan. Our wine glasses lay on the ground where we dropped them. One of the boxes of wine sat on top of the stack with its nozzle pulled through the cardboard.

“They’re moving,” I whispered as I began keying my radio. On, off. On, off. On, off. The burn pile in front of the cave had subsided to the point that the goblins could push the barbed wire out of the way and skirt the outside of the flames that remained.

Megan didn’t reply, but she shifted in her sleeping bag to let me know she was awake.

“Ten… Fifteen… Twenty-one goblins. They’re splitting into two groups to flank us from both sides, it looks like. I don’t see any archers.” And that was a relief. That wouldn’t have ruined the plan, but it would have made it more dangerous.

A few minutes later, the soft crunching of leaves reached my ears. They were getting close to the camp. I did my best to not look in the direction of the sounds, and I had to assume Megan heard them as well.

As soon as I saw a shadow within fifteen yards of the camp, I shouted, “Goblins!”

Megan jumped to her feet. “Where?!”

“All around us!”

“I don’t see them!”

“There!” I shot an arrow at a shadow. I didn’t hear it hit.

“We never should have done this,” Megan whimpered. “This was so dumb.”

The soft crunching turned to stomping. The goblins had stopped sneaking and begun to charge.

“Run!” I yelled.

As we took off into the forest, leaving everything behind but our weapons and armor, I mashed the remote on my cheap-ass lights. The range was crap, so I had to be nearly on top of them for them to turn on, but they still did their job of guiding our way. We tripped a couple of times and had to cut a hard turn to get back on the trail when we overshot what we thought was the next light. The sounds of goblins giving chase–footsteps and their gleeful chittering–never stopped their pursuit.

We skidded down the slope, bolted across the creek, and ran as fast as we could to Domonkos’ truck.

“Hurry!” he yelled.

We threw ourselves into the bed. Domonkos slammed on the gas and sped away, nearly bouncing Megan and me out of the bed several times over. In one instance, I grabbed Megan’s belt and pulled her back down when a particularly rough pothole hit her like a double bounce on a trampoline.

When we finally reached a proper road, Domonkos stopped the truck and slid open the back window of the cab.

“Yinz are missing a few screws. Phew. Everyone okay back there?”

“Yeah,” Megan groaned.

“I’m good too,” I answered. Like Megan, I felt bruised and battered from the brief truck ride.

“Think they bought it?” he asked.

I shrugged. “We’ll know in the morning.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from marshalcarper
                        

                    

                    Shoutout time!

 

The premise for this one is wild. It reminds me of the thought experiment "Would you kill Hitler when he was a baby?" except in fantasy clothing with a big dose of cute mixed in:
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The Archmage Who Turned the Lich King Into a Saintess





The world already ended once.

Three hundred years in the future, the Lich King Serivhal destroyed civilization and nearly ascended to godhood. The only one who could stop him was the Archmage Liria Yggdris.

So she rewound time.

This time, she’ll kill him before he becomes the Lord of Undeath.

Easy plan.

Unfortunately, the young Serivhal turns out to be:

• a starving orphan

• a walking necromantic disaster

• and absolutely convinced Liria is a divine savior sent to rescue him

Now the future Lich King follows her everywhere, calling her Big Sister and trying very hard to be good.

Liria wanted to stop the apocalypse.

Instead, she ended up raising the Lich King.

And somehow… the future Lord of Undeath became a Saintess.















                



CDM 2, Chapter 2: Pilot Program


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from marshalcarper
                        

                    

                    I'm supposed to change my furnace air filter today.

You should probably change yours too.

Yay for adulting.



                

                The Monday before our daring weekend raid on the goblins of Chestnut Ridge, Megan and I met Enforcer Chapman on the sixth floor. A fourth of that space had been converted into a computer lab command center of sorts. One wall had multiple monitors stacked like surveillance feeds in a security office, then rows of independent cubicles ran parallel to each other the length of the space, and a conference room occupied the opposite end.

I was surprised to be on a project with Chapman. When she busted me running gates without medical clearance, which meant me no-showing an on-call shift, she made no effort to hide her disappointment in me. At times, it felt as if that disappointment drifted into plain old disgust.

If Chapman was forced to have me on her new team, then my first day as a full-fledged enforcer was the beginning of many long, uncomfortable days. If I was exceedingly lucky–unlikely for me–then she was impressed by what she knew of my role in busting George Baker of the Furious Few for attacking gate crashers.

Whatever way that ax was going to fall, I suspected I’d figure it out sooner rather than later.

“Pittsburgh has been selected for a pilot program,” Chapman began, addressing us in the conference room with a blank presentation projected on the whiteboard behind her. 

Her ponytail was as taut as a drum, and her glasses did little to hide the dark bags beneath her eyes. 

“Seattle, New Orleans, and San Diego were also selected. Depending on the results, this program will be rolled out nationwide. If we are successful, we will be able to remotely monitor every active gate in our region with the intention of catching gate crashers, preventing crasher killings, and enforcing harvest site rules and standards.”

She tapped her laptop to advance the slide. The text read, “Welcome to RAID Management.”

“Remote-Assisted Inter-Dimensional Management, or RAID for short, is a drone-driven gate-monitoring system,” Chapman continued, advancing to a slide of a quadcopter drone. “RAID automatically syncs with our existing satellite network. When a new gate opens, RAID deploys a drone to the location, where it hovers for twenty-four hours, feeding video back to our command center here. When its battery runs low, a second drone is deployed to relieve it, giving us round-the-clock coverage of every gate.”

A new slide appeared titled “The Human Component.”

“While RAID has swarm coordination, fleet orchestration, and flight management built into it, the system will alert when the drone detects people, at which point a remote pilot can take over flight control and investigate, if necessary. You can even speak directly through the drone if you need to communicate with someone on site.”

An overhead image of an active harvest site appeared next.

“In-person inspections will actually be increasing in the coming weeks, and our team will provide remote support. Not only can we see the site from a different perspective, but we will also have full recordings of every harvest to reference later. For example, if an enforcer finds a water buffalo filled with blight slimes, we can review the footage to identify specific workers involved.”

The blight slime example was my catch. According to McDouglas, a liter of blight slime was considered a biological weapon of mass destruction, so my finding over a hundred gallons of the ultra-toxic goop was extremely troubling to the CDM as a whole.

“You will not be responsible for drone maintenance, but you will interface with the team that is. Mana crystals make battery life a non-issue, but those batteries will degrade over time, as will the various bearings in the propeller system. The propellers themselves will weaken as well. ‘Propeller creep’ literally stretches the blades because of the nonstop motion.

“The IT team will proactively service each drone, but as the primary operators, you should understand the tools you’re working with. You may need to troubleshoot something or catch an issue someone else missed. Lastly, you will still be in the field two days a week. We don’t have enough staff to keep up with everything, so this project is only part of your work.”

Chapman switched to a slide that simply read, “Questions?” and forced a smile when she turned back to us.

Enforcer Wilson raised her hand so fast her wild, curly hair bounced. I was surprised her glasses managed to stay on. “Is the day-to-day watching drone feeds?”

Nodding, Chapman answered, “Yes, but we are also training the AI. We will need to correct it when detection fails or when the data it collects is inaccurate. For example, if a dog gets reported as a crawler, we tell the AI that’s incorrect. Since RAID is synced with our portal management software, it will also learn to identify crawlers on sight. The AI will need guidance there as well.”

The next question came from Enforcer Black. Like Wilson, he got bumped to full-time enforcer early in order to staff this program. He was a former football player, and his physique still matched his linebacker roots, so it was hard to imagine him stuck at a desk all day.

“You said this was a pilot program,” Black began. “How long should we expect to be assigned to this team?”

“Six-month minimum. Are you itching to jump ship already?”

Black swallowed. “No, ma’am.”

Another hand went up. He was lean, had black hair shaved to stubble, and wore a well-kempt, albeit thin, mustache. I later learned his name was Enforcer Dante Cortez, and he was one of two new transfers who came to Pittsburgh for RAID. He was from Nevada, and the other was a woman from Maine. She was so tall she seemed ashamed of it, hunching to make herself smaller. She kept her head shaved, and it took me reading her name off our email list for me to catch it all: Enforcer Rania de Saint Gilles.

Her family had immigrated from Libya originally.

Cortez asked, “Are we monitoring the drones twenty-four hours a day, or is there another team taking the night shift?”

Chapman shook her head. “Everyone should expect to work at least one overnight shift a week. That is subject to change as the project demands. Any other questions?”

There were none.

“Very good. Today, you are to complete the RAID training modules. Tomorrow, members of the Air Force will give us a primer on flying drones from a remote location. I know most of you are used to the drones we already have in the field, but those are backyard toys compared to these. Lastly, this is a protected program. We can admit that it exists and that we are on the team, but any details about the software and the hardware involved are classified.”



“We’re glorified security guards,” Megan said. She joined me, Nathan, and Beth for pasta night at our apartment. We sat around the kitchen table with plates of spaghetti. “At least, that’s what it looks like.”

“I guess I’m not surprised that Big Brother finally took an interest in dungeon gates,” Nathan mused. “Sounds like decent job security for you two, though.”

Megan shrugged. “Yeah, I know. I should be grateful. I knew deskwork was always part of being an enforcer, but I wanted to spend way more time in the field instead of staring at monitors.”

Nathan nodded that he understood.

Beth did the same. “I’d feel the same way if I were in your shoes. I’m so thankful the apprenticeship with Frank is going alright.”

Frank was a bowyer and the first sponsor of the Dungeon Diva’s YouTube channel. In addition to her apprenticeship, Beth also ran Frank’s social media. Thus far, that had gone well. The shop had already seen an uptick in sales, and Frank seemed to like teaching Beth. He hid it beneath a layer of curmudgeon, but he was endlessly supportive of Beth’s learning.

“I’m just happy Chapman doesn’t seem to actively hate me,” I said. “I’ll take drone duty if it gets me out of her doghouse.”

“Now that you mention it, how did you pull that off?” Megan asked.

“Got lucky, I guess.”

Megan frowned at me.

No one at the table knew that I had gone undercover to investigate gate crashers, and they also didn’t know I played a part in George Baker’s arrest, a spellsword from the Furious Few who would have easily wiped my party of crashers had Enforcer McDouglas not intervened.

I desperately wanted to share all of that with Beth. Jonathan’s death still weighed on her, and I suspected that would be the case for a long time yet. They hadn’t dated that long, but their connection seemed pretty special from what I saw. 

We didn’t bust Martin Kielar, the Mill Rats black mage who we believe killed Jonathan and his party, but if she knew I had accomplished something, maybe she would feel a little better. She could have an inkling of hope that Kielar would be brought to justice as well.

But I couldn’t say anything.

“Are we going to complain about work all night, or are we going to talk about killing goblins?” Nathan asked. “I’ve been looking forward to this.”

Beth grinned. “Well, Dor? You talked a big game. Can you back it up?”

The first evening we returned from finding the goblin nest on Domonkos’ property, Nathan found a map of the caverns in the mess of family documents Domonkos lent us. The nest was in a cave system with over five miles of winding passages and big, expansive chambers. We didn’t know if the map captured the full five miles a geologist predicted back in the early 1900s, but we were sure it was really freaking big.

Riding a bit of a high, I declared that Megan and I would clear the nest ourselves, just the two of us versus what was likely a hundred goblins or more. 

Everyone else–Megan, Nathan, and Beth–thought that was impossible, so I doubled down. I boasted that I would come up with a plan and prove them wrong.

Nathan was so happy to call me on it.

“I’m almost there,” I said. “I’m ironing out a few details.”

“Dude, bullshit,” Nathan teased. “You got nothing.”

“I don’t want to give you an incomplete plan now and hear all the reasons it wouldn’t work. I know it needs refining.”

Nathan looked at Megan and Beth. “We can agree to recognize this as a rough draft. If that rough draft exists, that is.”

I put down my fork and wiped my face. “Fine. Wait to comment until I finish, okay?”

“Sure, buddy.”

“To start, Megan and I running into the caves like it’s a dungeon gate is off the table. The goblins have the ultimate home-field advantage, and a nest this size is likely to have at least a few advanced goblin variants. Diving headfirst into that with our levels would be really dumb.

“Then I thought about explosives, but I nixed that idea too. Domonkos wants to visit the caves, so blowing it up or making it unstable isn’t an option. On top of that, making and possessing a bunch of bombs is crazy illegal. Filming ourselves using them is just as dumb. That got me thinking about less-destructive options, so I thought, what if I smoke them out?”

“Wouldn’t work,” Nathan said and then covered his mouth.

Rolling my eyes, I continued, “That was my conclusion as well. There are a bunch of historical accounts of that tactic working, but big caves have too much air and too much airflow. Smoking our nest out isn’t practical.”

“I could have told you that.” And Nathan was right. He probably could have. He was an HVAC tech by trade and a science enthusiast on top of that, but the challenge was for me to figure out the plan. “I’ll double-check your math to confirm it, though.”

I scowled at my best friend. “Since that was out, I decided poison is the way to go. I have a plan to make a bunch of free food look less suspicious, but I’m trying to work out what poison to use. Like explosives, you need a bunch of licenses and whatever to buy strong poisons. Right now, I’m thinking antifreeze. Apparently a lot of black widow types have poisoned their husbands that way, but they do it slowly over time. We would need to use way more. The goblins would probably taste or smell it in those quantities, though.”

Nathan’s face finally went serious. He leaned back.

“Did Dor impress you?” Megan asked.

“Getting there,” he answered. “Ethylene glycol. That’s all antifreeze is.”

“All of the consumer versions have bittering agents. I can’t get the unbittered version without the right paperwork.”

“I could,” Nathan proposed. “Commercial HVAC systems use ethylene glycol, and a lot of times they don’t have the bittering stuff. You would still need a lot of it, though. For a person, it’s deadly around two fluid ounces. Wait, do goblins even have livers?”

“They do indeed,” I said. “Their anatomy is pretty close to ours.”

“That makes sense. Getting you two gallons of ethylene glycol wouldn’t be hard, but making sure each goblin gets a full ounce of the stuff would be tough. I doubt they divide food up evenly.”

“That’s my concern as well. Cyanide would be the more reliable way to go, but that takes us back to the acquisition problem.”

Nathan chewed his cheek and kept his eyes on the floor. He thought deeply about alternatives. 

“What about arsenic?” Megan asked. “Is that hard to get?”

“Yeah,” Nathan answered. “Would be great if that wasn’t the case. You don’t need a lot of arsenic to kill something.”

Beth leaned forward. “Less than antifreeze?”

“Oh, dude, yes, way less. Like a grain of rice, that’s all it takes.”

“Would be awesome if it was an option,” I said.

Nathan was still deeply pondering the problem. “You might be able to find an old stash of rat poison somewhere. The real dangerous stuff was discontinued, but I have to believe someone has it sitting in their shed.”

“That’s an interesting idea. I didn’t think of trying to find old stuff. Sean, the guy I work with sometimes at the Department of Health, has mentioned old pesticides and solvents sitting around in barns. We even-” I sat up straight. “Wait. He said taxidermists used a lot of arsenic.”

That got Nathan’s attention. I braced for him to bring up finding a taxidermied pet for the apartment. “Taxidermists?”

“Apparently they painted the inside of hides with arsenic. That was the old process, at least. We weren’t even allowed to go inside of a known taxidermist because of the risk. They default to HAZMAT protocols in those cases.”

Beth looked around. “That solves it then, right? Track down an abandoned shop and take theirs.”

“I like it,” Megan echoed. “What happens after we dose them? We can’t assume every single one dies.”

“No, we can’t,” I admitted. “At that point, it becomes a dungeon crawl, but we aren’t searching the full caves. We’ll investigate that first main stretch and not go any deeper.”

The entrance of the caves opened into a long, vast chamber. At various points, large formations split the space into two passages, but it was still one big space that was as perfectly straight as a natural cave could ever be. My total lack of spelunking experience made me hesitant to even do that much, but I believed we could breadcrumb our way through to avoid getting lost.

“What if there are more deeper in?” Megan asked.

“We don’t go chasing them. We assess what we can without leaving the main artery and decide from there. The EPA will have to come and clean up the goblin bodies anyway. If there’s more, they can deal with it.”

“You sold me on the poison plan,” Nathan interjected. “How do you trick the goblins into eating a bunch of food you left?”

I grinned. “We make them believe they stole the food from us.”

            


CDM 2, Chapter 3: Tutorial
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                    Try to give yourself a break this weekend. A real one.



                

                When Enforcer Chapman said that pilots from the Air Force would train us on the new drones, I pictured a flight simulator. In actuality, the controls were mostly the same as the drones we used in the field already. This system gave us access to more specific telemetry data as well as readouts for things like humidity and wind speed. Other than the telemetry readout, I likely wouldn’t need the others, as the drone AI was supposed to automatically read and assess more complicated factors.

The features I would use, however, were the multiple camera modes. Our typical field drones had rudimentary night vision that was good enough for what it was, so seeing a better version of that wasn’t a surprise. These drones added thermal vision, however, which was cool to play with but not very complicated otherwise.

The day after that, we spent a full eight hours in trainings on privacy and data security. The nature of dungeon gates meant that our drones would often hover over residential areas for long periods of time. Most of the material boiled down to “don’t be a creep,” but the procedures we learned were detailed and strictly enforced. If we failed to follow them, the footage we captured might not be admissible in court.

When dungeon gates appeared in residential areas, our drones were permitted to record any public street or sidewalk, but recording private property came with restrictions. Other than a five-yard footprint immediately around the gate that was always fair game to record, the drone AI was supposed to black out everything else that wasn’t considered public. We could reveal those areas with cause–like following a crawler passing into the obscured region–but we couldn’t passively film everything that happened in a person’s backyard.

I suspected a significant amount of my work would be correcting the AI’s best guess of what was safe to record, like hours and hours of “select every picture with a stoplight” exercises.

We wrapped the week up with knowledge and skills tests to prove we understood the project and the regulations surrounding it. We took a separate test to prove we could pilot the very expensive drones. While I felt pretty good about all of the above, the pilot training we received didn’t seem proportional to the value of the equipment. 

A day with an instructor for equipment that costs a few hundred thousand dollars? The CDM was putting far too much faith in the AI navigation system, in my opinion, at least.

But I wasn’t in charge, and my thoughts didn’t matter. The best I could do was follow the policies to the letter, be diligent and careful in my work, and hope that Chapman and the CDM as a whole recognized the effort. I didn’t know what the path was to become an Unsung Hero, but I figured a promotion and another pay raise were good no matter what.

I just had to put in the work. If I didn’t get anywhere with the CDM, I still had hope that the Dungeon Divas YouTube channel could be successful.



“What are we going to do if our scheduling sucks?” Megan asked the night we ran away from the Chestnut Ridge goblins.

She sat on her bed in our shared motel room with a television remote in one hand and a piece of pizza in the other. We should have been sleeping, but neither of us had come down from running through the woods to escape a horde of monsters.

“I don’t see what we can do other than hope for the best,” I replied. “Would have been a lot easier if we were partnered.”

As interns, Megan and I were often partnered for fieldwork. For RAID, she was paired with Enforcer de Saint, a shortening of her name that de Saint suggested herself, and I was paired with Enforcer Cortez. Our schedules would change each week, but we were warned to expect night shifts as well as weekend shifts. Given the size of the RAID team, Megan and I weren’t guaranteed to have the same days off, which presented a serious problem for shooting Dungeon Divas content.

Megan sighed. “I know you don’t like talking about it, but we might have to consider leaving the CDM a lot earlier than we expected. If we get back to the cave tomorrow and find that the poison worked, I bet we get another big uptick in subscribers.”

“The money-”

Megan held up her hands. “I know. I know. The money is too inconsistent. I just doubt there will ever be a ‘perfect’ time to make that jump. No matter what, it’s going to be a risk.”

“Sorry, I’m a wuss.”

“I get it, Dor.” She didn’t look over at me. 

Instead, she continued flipping channels. She had looked so long for something to watch that a whole new round of shows was starting, so she began the search all over again.

“If I really screwed up,” Megan continued, “I know I could always move back with my parents. I would hate that so, so much, but I have that safety net. You don’t, and that must be hard.”

“I don’t want to hold you back.”

“You’re not,” she replied, her voice muffled by a mouthful of dough and cheese. “I need you more than you need me. Dungeon Divas can’t exist without you.”

I laughed. “I was thinking the same thing but the other way around. All the editing you do? Managing the channel? I couldn’t do any of that.”

“So we’re a proper team then.”

“I like the sound of that.”

After a long pause, Megan asked, “What do you think happened to Jonathan? I feel so bad for Beth. I don’t know that I’d be able to handle someone I love going missing.”

“I’m worried about her.”

Megan glanced over at me, narrowing her eyes. She was smart enough to pick up on me dodging such a simple question. Thankfully, she didn’t press that line of inquiry directly.

She turned back to the television. “What are the chances you think he’ll turn up?”

“Zero.”

“You sound certain.”

“Guess I am.”

“Anything we can do for her?”

“I don’t know what to do in a situation like this,” I admitted. “I’m doing my best to be supportive and to be there for her, but it feels like I’m not doing enough.”

“That means more than you realize,” Megan assured me. “She knows you’re in her corner. We all are, really, but you know what I mean.”

“Yeah.”

Megan looked at her phone. “It’s already 3 a.m.,” she groaned. “The adrenaline from that sprint is still buzzing through my veins.”

“Same.”

“Think the poison worked?”

“I hope so. Collecting and handling all that arsenic was pretty damn scary, and that was a few hundred bucks of wine and food we ruined. I know all of that camping gear was thrift store quality, but that stuff is probably ruined too. I’d hate for that to be all for nothing.”

“It will work.”

“We’ll see.”



Stepping carefully, we walked from the old reservoir and then along the stream until we found our crossing point. All of the cheap lights we left in the woods were gone, which was a good sign. If the goblins looted that junk, then they almost certainly took the food and wine from our camp.

Finding our way back to that camp wasn’t difficult. The trail Megan and I left was full of deep prints and gouges where we slid on leaves and mud during our escape. Then a small army of goblin prints came in behind our tracks to tear the route up even more.

We didn’t rush. Instead, we adopted a plodding pace where we scanned and rescanned our surroundings while diligently watching for traps in the trail. That chill fall morning, the forest was quiet. No goblins moved in the brush, plotting an ambush. No tripwires or other such traps blocked our path.

As we hoped, our campsite had been picked clean. The tent, our sleeping bags, our pan, our lamp, our boxes of wine, and our cooler full of meat were all gone. The number of tracks around the camp significantly outnumbered the group that chased us through the woods. 

“Is it weird that I think they look excited?” Megan whispered, inspecting the chaos orbiting the white ash of our dead fire.

“It is a lot of activity.”

Next, we crept to the treeline. A few pieces of our cave-front bonfire still smoldered, but the debris had been shoved aside to clear the entrance. We watched from cover for fifteen minutes. This time yesterday, a few goblins were already going about their work for the day. Presently, the area around the caves was deserted. The only visible movement was the wisps of smoke rising from blackened boards.

Megan deployed our follower drone. While I kept watch, she approached the entrance from the side so that nothing inside could look out and spot her. She stopped alongside the cave mouth, crouched, and listened.

When she signaled that the nest was silent, I followed her example but came from the opposite direction. I too stopped to listen for activity. I didn’t hear anything either.

Megan entered first with her sword drawn and shield up, and I followed four paces behind with my bow. I had a shortsword on my back as well, but we decided that the size of the caves warranted having a ranged weapon ready. There was a chance that we’d get jumped in a tight space where the bow was mostly useless, but the maps said the caves were quite large in places.

Furthermore, we knew that these goblins were capable of making bows. If they mounted a ranged offensive, it would be up to me to respond.

I ducked under the low entrance and followed Megan down a passage that narrowed to the width of my shoulders for several steps before opening into a chamber that looked like something out of a sci-fi film. Countless stalactites hung from the ceiling, narrow like icicles, and here and there stalagmites rose like conical towers from the ground. I had never been in a place like this before. It felt strange and alien to me, like my biology wasn't compatible with the world I now found myself in.

We lingered at the entrance before traveling deeper.

According to Domonkos’ files, bats nested here for the winter. Guano supposedly smelled like ammonia, but it was hard to separate that aroma from the powerful punch of goblin feces. Visually, though, it was easy to distinguish bat shit from goblin. Guano looked like someone spilled a bag of black cheetos across the ground. Goblin poop looked like your evil little cousin left a present in your underwear drawer.

The goblins didn’t seem to mind the guano, and that was good for us because it made their trail through the caves even easier to follow. Anywhere the bat shit was smashed flat, goblins had been. Simple as that.

We scanned the chamber with our headlamps. A pile of firewood taller than me was tossed in one corner. Scraps of lumber and the occasional beer or soup can were scattered here and there in such a way that I wasn’t sure what was left by goblins and what had been left by humans who visited these caves before us.

I clicked my tongue to alert Megan when I spotted a goblin near the ceiling. It had slid into a narrow recess looking down on the chamber. I could see a green hand and part of a bow, but it didn’t move. 

Megan clicked back and pointed to another goblin archer on the other side of the cave. Its hiding spot wasn’t as elevated as the first’s, but it still had a good view of the space and was easy to miss with only a headlamp to search.

It didn’t move either. In fact, it looked like it lay face-first in its own vomit. 

Covering Megan with my bow, I kept watch as she approached the lower of the two goblins. She pushed its head with the flat of her sword a few times. It didn’t react.

Holy crap. Did this plan actually work?

She stabbed it in the neck to be sure it was dead and then investigated the other archer. Climbing up to that one was a little tricky. When she withdrew her stab, its body bounced down the rocky cave side to the floor. 

Ahead, deeper into the caves, we spotted more dead goblins slumped in vomit and diarrhea, both telltale signs of arsenic poisoning.  

Venturing toward them, even with reasonable certainty that they were dead, was far scarier than any dungeon gate I had ever run. The first chamber alone had six smaller passages breaking away from it, adding even more shadowy pockets where goblins could lie in wait. Full-clearing this place was worse than a nightmare. Even if we had a party of six or eight, I’d be nervous as hell about missing something and getting a goblin arrow in the back for my mistake.

Before we went any farther, I used a can of spray paint to mark the route with an arrow. Since we knew goblins were smart enough to mess with trail markers, this was blacklight paint, making it completely invisible. We would switch to blacklights when we were ready to leave.

I tried to practice Domonkos’ trail-memorization method, logging descriptive landmarks and movements as we progressed, but it was so much to keep in mind when traps and ambushes were also a worry. I knew I needed more practice, but I feared no amount of practice would make underground navigation reliable for me.

Hugging the left wall, the space narrowed again. We went straight through two intersections of passages before coming to a section that had been walled off and blocked with a cobbled-together wooden gate. If the goblins were alive, they had great defensible positions all around this area. They could easily attack en masse from above, but we saw only goblin corpses, and the gate hung open.

Megan diligently stabbed every goblin corpse to confirm they were as dead as they looked.

The chamber beyond the gate was wider than it was deep. Here, the stalactites were few but thick, and the cave floor was covered with makeshift goblin beds. Most were simple piles of leaves, but a few looked like old salvaged tarps and clothing were mixed in. Our cooler of meat was tipped over in the middle of the fray, and empty wine boxes were scattered all around.

I counted forty-three dead goblins. 

When Megan looked back at me, I wished I could see her face beneath her helmet. I suspected her grin was as big as mine. Our silly plan worked.

Then she raised her hand.

I heard it too. Two hissing voices seemed to argue, the noise echoing out of a passage at the back left of this chamber. From my memory of the map, I knew an even larger chamber was beyond, but it was out of sight. The one access path split into a Y, meaning we could choose which side of the room we entered from.

We picked the right-hand passage and killed our headlamps. A small orange glow flickered out of the chamber ahead.

The grunted back-and-forth arguing continued as we slowly crept forward. Since Megan was in the lead, she put eyes on this third chamber before I did.

When she pulled her head back, she gestured in the dim light. Two goblins.

No, two goblin shamans. I pantomimed my reply, asking if she saw anything else around the chamber.

She shook her head. With a finger swoop, she indicated that she would backtrack and enter from the other passage. I understood the intent. She flashed ten fingers three times over, meaning she wanted thirty seconds, so I hunkered down and started to count Mississippis.

I used that time to get a look at the chamber. Goblin corpses were scattered about like the aftermath of a drunken orgy, all covered in their own filth. The two shamans stood near the back wall but were still relatively exposed. They wore necklaces and skirts of bones and seemed very upset by the death all around them.

At thirty-four Mississippi, I pulled two road flares from my bandolier, sparked them on the wall, and threw them into the room.

The shamans scattered. I shot two arrows at one and missed both times. My nerves had gotten to me. My breathing was as shaky as my hands. Talef3ther, my online archery instructor, told me the only way to fix that problem was to get used to the pressure of facing a serious threat. Two goblin shamans rattled me pretty well, it seemed.

Fire splashed around me as the shamans peppered my position with spells. I pressed myself against the wall, willing myself to get flatter than humanly possible.

“Not yet!” I yelled, assuming Megan could hear me.

I popped out and used Dual Nocking to launch another two arrows at the nearest shaman. It had taken cover behind a stalagmite and ducked away as soon as it spotted me.

The other shaman whipped more fireballs in my direction.

“Okay!” I shouted as I slipped back behind cover, but I only did that for a moment.

I wasted a few arrows blindly firing into the chamber, fearing that giving the goblins time to aim their attacks would be the end of me. As soon as I heard the scraping of Megan’s feet dashing into the fray, I followed suit and burst into the room. I fired three arrows, one after the other, as I crossed the chamber to a decent bit of cover behind some rocks.

The shamans shrieked. The sound of rocks bouncing off a shield followed immediately after. That meant the goblins targeted Megan with their spells now.

I loosed a quick arrow and winged one of the shamans. It turned its angry eyes in my direction and immediately paid for the mistake. Megan put a sword through its back.

A basketball-sized orb of flame crashed into Megan. She barely got her shield up in time, and the blast knocked her off her feet.

I couldn’t stay behind cover now, not when Megan was exposed, so I kept firing, all the while advancing on the remaining shaman. I dove to the side to escape another massive fireball.

The flicker of a flare arced across the chamber toward the shaman. I figured that was Megan trying to draw attention, so I committed to advancing until I found an angle.

Thwack. Thwack.

Two arrows buried themselves in the shaman’s chest. 

With blood in its mouth, the shaman grinned at me. Lightning arced between its hands, and I felt every hair on my body stand on end as electricity filled the air. Then a sword burst through its stomach. I put another arrow in its head just to be sure it was dead.

This was all the deeper we were willing to go on our own, so we took our time searching the room while we stabbed a few dozen dead goblins. 

Megan waved me over when she found something.

Slumped in the corner was what I thought was a hobgoblin at first. It was seven feet tall, green, roped with muscle, and covered in ritual scarification. It wore animal hides like armor and had a 2x4 in its hand. One end had been sanded down to a handle shape, and the other end was filled with bent nails. He sat on both of the sleeping bags, having claimed them for himself, apparently. They were too gross now to bother recovering.

I swallowed. That was a goddamn goblin champion. Even though Megan had stabbed it twice to be sure it was dead, I still found myself hesitating to get too close. If that bastard were alive, we would have been in serious trouble.

Judging from her body language, Megan was similarly disturbed. 

Among the dead were four berserkers, but the rest were grunts. When we examined the shamans more closely, we found that one had three human skulls on its necklace. The rest looked like animal bones, but I didn’t know enough to confidently identify them. 

More goblins might be deeper, as we had explored only a small portion of the overall cave system, but this was enough evidence for us to say our job was done.

In total, we killed one hundred twenty-three goblins. How much XP did that garner us? I didn’t know if the system gave us credit for killing goblins with poison, but from the grunts we picked off before the poison and the shamans we killed after, I got a whopping 4 XP.

I reviewed my system profile:

Dorion Carmino

Class: Archer

Level: 6

XP Progress: 669/3200

Str: 7

Dex: 12

Con: 7

Int: 5

Cha: 3

Abilities:


	Piercing Shot




	Dual Nocking



Traits: 


	Ranged Accuracy




	Improved Reload




	Sharpen




	Momentum



Spells: (none)

Wow. Level 7 would take years if surface grinding was my only option. I couldn’t wait to get called in to close another gate for the CDM so I could make actual progress.
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                    Thank you for returning for more CDM. Yinz are great.

 

Make your good deed for the day a fun one and check out another RR author. The Inheritance of the Wandering Weaponmaster is combat-heavy and doesn't make the MC OP in the first 3 chapters. This story has a lot going for it, and it's just straight up a good time:
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Inheritance of the Wandering Weaponmaster [Military/Progression Fantasy]





Legends might die, but their power never fades. 

Ezra was born an unwanted son to an ill prostitute. She died when he was young and left him in the slums of a small town, leaving him only with dreams of filling his belly and keep himself from freezing. As he grew, though, stories of Knights filled his mind and consumed his dreams. Even so, he knew he'd never be able to become one. That is, until he had a dream. A dream of a man that wasn't a Knight, but something more, a Master. 

Then, that man, Jormun, died, and his shade has decided to take Ezra in as a protege. Now, Ezra's dreams don't stop at becoming a Knight, but in becoming a Master, and maybe something beyond that.

What to expect:

-- A heroic MC. He will be willing to do what's necessary, but he will protect and help the helpless.

--Action heavy, with a slightly slower start.

--A wide world that he slowly comes to understand.

--A world whose threats are slowly revealed and realized.

--Releases M, Tu, Th, F. (releases a chapter every 6 hours until chapter nine upon release)















                

                “I don’t think you need to worry about view counts,” Nathan said from the apartment couch. 

Megan sat next to him. Beth would have been there too, but she was working a shift at Milly’s.

He continued, “That was crazy intense. Like, dude, my heart was pounding out of my chest.”

“You sure that’s not because you know me?” Megan asked.

He forced a chuckle. “I mean, that didn’t help, but that shit was scary. No fucking way would I go into a cave like that.”

“I don’t know that we will again either,” I admitted. “If you took all the goblins from an E gate and put them in a cave like that, I think the encounter jumps to C.”

Megan nodded. “There were so many places for them to hide, and it was clear they knew the caves really well. I don’t know that we would have spotted those first two archers in time if they weren’t already dead. If that champion got any sort of jump on us? Yikes.”

“I’m glad it’s the EPA’s problem now,” I added. 

“Think they’ll take it seriously?” Nathan asked.

“Evidence of a goblin champion as well as human victims? I think they have to take it seriously now. It’s not like they can brush Domonkos off again when he has that kind of proof.”

“What will you do if you find another big nest?”

I shrugged, and so did Megan.

“They should be rare, in theory,” she answered. “Chestnut Ridge should be an exception if the EPA is doing its job, but then again, goblin nests have popped up in other places recently where they should have been discovered quickly but weren’t.”

I assumed Megan was referencing a goblin nest found in the middle of Baltimore at an abandoned mall as well as the recent discovery of goblins in the Paris catacombs.

“I honestly don’t know what we would do,” she continued. “Walking into a cave is a whole different animal from some old warehouse. Even if the poison trick worked again… Well, it’s clear shamans are either immune or could cure themselves with magic. If one was smart enough to cure the champion…”

“No caves,” I said simply. “Not until we have a plan we feel good about. YouTube views aren’t worth dying for.”

Megan breathed out. “I’m glad you agree.”

“Me too, bro,” Nathan echoed.

“I was very aware of my mortality in there. I’d take a hobgoblin dungeon gate over that. Any day.”

“Hopefully the views we get justify all that effort,” Megan mused. “I’m going to try and not look until tomorrow.”

Nathan laughed.

Megan grinned. “I did say ‘try.’”



Enforcer Cortez and I started our official work as partners that Monday. We spent the day in the field inspecting harvest sites. Occasionally, the RAID team back at headquarters checked in with us. They had more drones to monitor than just the one at whatever gate we happened to visit, so their assistance wasn’t ever present.

When they could pitch in, they spotted a myriad of parking and distance violations. The drone’s ability to instantly measure according to preprogrammed standards made it easy to see if a tanker truck was parked too close to a gate or hazardous dungeon materials were too close to a residential structure. By the second harvest site of the day, it was clear to me that we would be writing far more citations with RAID in the mix.

Guess how excited the harvest foremen were about this development.

That’s right, they hated us even more. All those extra write-ups were issued by the enforcers on site. Me and Cortez, in other words. To anyone working there, I looked like a huge asshole. I was more than fine to have a drone catch something that was a clear violation, but the tech was good enough that we were writing harvesters up over an inch or two in some cases.

“You moved to Pittsburgh just in time for winter,” I said as Cortez and I pulled out of our third harvest site of the day. I drove.

“Nevada gets snow sometimes. Everyone thinks a desert has to be hot. Locals get a kick out of tourists showing up on the Vegas Strip in little black dresses in the middle of December.”

“You go to Vegas often?”

“Probably more than most,” Cortez replied. “I lived in Henderson. It’s only a few exits away from Las Vegas.”

I already knew Cortez was level 9. He finished his internship two months ahead of me, and apparently the Las Vegas office saw an above-average amount of unclaimed dungeon gates. At the same time, the staff was much smaller in comparison to Pittsburgh, so Cortez got to run two or three gates a week sometimes.

That was especially common in the summers but was more or less like that year-round.

“What do you think of RAID so far?” he asked, but his voice had a hint of hesitation.

“You don’t sound excited.”

“I don’t mind it, necessarily,” Cortez admitted. “When they told me it was a new enforcement program, I didn’t picture it being an office job. I thought maybe they’d train us to arrest crawlers with all the crasher and doomer conflicts.”

“You say that like that’s what you wanted.”

“It’s exactly what I wanted.”

I nearly wrecked the SUV. “For real?”

“Think about it,” he said. “They’d have to level us. They wouldn’t have a choice, and it’s not like high-level crawlers cause trouble that often. We’d probably be dealing with indies starting shit most of the time.”

“But would still get the XP to deal with the high-levels.”

Cortez smiled. “Yep. That’s an acceptable level of risk for what you get, in my opinion.”

I thought about George Baker and his stupid fucking mustache. When he caught me crashing his gate, he was downright gleeful. His enchanted sword of Scorching bounced in his hand, like he couldn’t wait to cook us with it. In reality, Baker’s party could have wiped all of us, but McDouglas bluffed him with the lie about the CDM beaming undercover footage out of the gate.

Competing with Baker would take more than levels. You would need enchanted gear and a ruthlessness that matched his.

“I’m not stoked for drones,” I said, “but I think I’d pass on squaring up with crawlers.”

Cortez shrugged. “The posting could be worse. Being on an experimental project like this looks real good on a resume.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because it’s harder than the status quo, where they’ve figured out every wrinkle. We’re going to run into all kinds of issues no one expected, which makes us more adaptable and creative.”

I laughed. “Maybe I should ask you to help me with my resume.” Changing the subject, I asked, “Did you move here alone or with a family?”

“Just me. Single. No kids. I’ve got an older sister in the Navy, and my mom has basically fused to a slot machine. Dad got prostate cancer a few years back. Didn’t make it.”

In my effort to learn more about Cortez, I overlooked the inevitable consequence of asking someone about their family. They turn around and ask about yours.

“How about you?” Cortez asked. 

“My little sister is eighteen and lives with me. We don’t talk to our parents.”

“Sorry, brother.”

“Nah, it’s okay. How you liking the city so far?”

“It’s not so bad. You all need to get your taco affairs in order, but other than that, it’s nice.”

“What’s wrong with our tacos?”

Cortez looked at me incredulously. “You need an exceptional density of Mexicans to get good tacos. I’ve seen a few hombres around here, but it’s nothing like the southwest. Then I think you need to be within so many miles of the Mexican border. Stuff up here just tastes different.”

“Like New York pizza water.”

“Huh?”

“You’ve not heard this? Some people believe New York pizza can’t be replicated anywhere else because you can’t get the exact same water as they have. All of the ingredients and whatever can be identical, but it still won’t taste right.”

“I’ve never heard that.”

“Okay, so maybe it’s not common knowledge,” I admitted. “But I did read that somewhere.”

“I’m sticking with Mexican density. Our power grows the more of us are around. You think I’m joking, but it’s true.”

Partnering with Cortez was turning out better than I had hoped. He was funny and, so far, was easy to work with.

We had an hour break in between inspections and our first RAID night shift. Cortez went to his car to nap, and I went across the street for a cup of tea.

I beat Cortez back to the RAID room, as we had taken to calling our wing of the office, and checked in on the view counts for our goblin nest video. Megan uploaded it late last night, and we neared 200,000 views and climbing. In my mind, I was already picturing how I would spend whatever ad revenue this netted us.

“Dungeon Divas fan, huh?” Cortez asked as he came in. I don’t know how he saw my screen so quickly. “Don’t be embarrassed. I follow a few attractive crawlers on Instagram, and I recognized the video. That’s the new goblin nest, right? I haven’t gotten to watch it yet.”

“You watch the Dungeon Divas?”

“Two beautiful, badass women? Of course I follow them.”

This was an entirely new form of social discomfort I had never experienced before. Right then and there, I vowed that Nathan and Megan could under no circumstances ever hear about this. They’d rag on me until the end of time.

A light attached to one of the monitors lit up. That meant a drone had recently moved into position, and we needed to verify that the recording footprint met all the privacy requirements. I had expected a rush to accompany a shift change, but since RAID was always in motion, the activity on our side was relatively steady. We had sat there for ten minutes without receiving a single alert until that point.

This dungeon gate was toward the outskirts of the city and was half-on-half-off a side road. There were no residential structures nearby, so we didn’t need to black out anything.

Then we settled in to watch the monitors and complete our routine checklists. In addition to providing manual intervention whenever a drone needed it, we had tasks due each hour. 

For example, we had to flip every monitor from night vision to thermal vision so we could check for activity around the more remote gates. We saw a few deer, a family of opossums, and a fox. No crawlers or crashers.

Then we had to remotely raise and lower every drone by a few inches and log the time. The exercise seemed silly to me, but our drones weren’t cleared for perpetual, unmanned surveillance. We had to confirm that we were still in control of each active drone and “demonstrate” that the drone was being actively monitored. It was the drone equivalent of wiggling your mouse to keep your status from drifting to idle.

Lastly, we had to check in on harvest sites. We didn’t check every site every hour. Instead, we rotated through them, reviewing each site once every three hours. The exception was if an enforcer on the ground asked for assistance or if we spotted something blatantly unsafe. 

Harvesters were already giving the drones wary looks and the occasional middle finger. To the harvesters, the drone was always watching. They hated being monitored like this, and I couldn’t blame them. I would hate it too.

“Want to grab a drink sometime?” I asked Cortez in the wee hours of the morning. “I’m not mister popular, but I would be happy to introduce you to a few other people who are pretty cool.”

“Yeah, maybe some other time. I’m pretty wrecked by the time our shifts end. It’s like I’m still tired from the move or something.”

“Yeah, no worries. Open offer. I know moving to a new city can be tough.”

“Appreciate it, brother.”

That first shift was mostly uneventful. As 6 a.m. approached, I started imagining how nice sleeping in my own bed would be. Beth would be leaving for Frank’s at about the time I got home, so I wouldn’t have to sleep on the couch.

And no one would be home. Even the stomp sisters that lived above us would be at work or in class.

But then the automatic crawler detector picked up a name that soured my mood. Martin Kielar and his party of Mill Rats were heading into a B gate at 5 a.m. His nephew, Brennan, was too low-level for this run, so that little piece of shit wasn’t there. Just remembering that the Kielars existed filled me with disgust, and that ruined the wonderful sleep I had dreamed of. 

All I could think about was how scared Jonathan must have been when he realized he was going to die in a dungeon gate. There was no sleeping with that image in my mind.
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                    5 of 6 Dead End Guild Master books are available on KU and, dudes, I need reviews. Book 5 went up last week and is still at zero reviews (ouch), and I need to feed the algorithm.

Caveat: Legit reviews only. If you haven't read it, no need to inflate the rating just to be nice to me. Give the series a try before you rate and review: https://www.royalroad.com/amazon/B0FBPLBXB4?maas=&ref=

 

Today's recommendation: I love love love twists on dungeon tropes. If you dig that CDM has a society organized around dungeons, including government, then Aeonshade will tickle many of the same buttons for you.
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Aeonshade [Soul Mage, OP MC LitRPG]

by Richard Tyrer


Garek was a magical artificer, now he's a conscript.

The Empyrean Army doesn't train soldiers. It forges them in the Hall of Trials - a sentient, ever-shifting pocket dungeon.

Yet, survival isn't his goal, it's progressing.

The Military Service Act only applies to those over the age of twelve. Garek has less than two years to reach the fifth grade - Sapphire - to claim his son as an attendant and save him from certain death.

No one has ever progressed that fast, but what choice does he have...

---

- Release Schedule: Daily for the first 30 days and then M/W/F

- Chapter Length: 2300-3000

- An MC who has no Mana Core and must rely on his unique Soul Core to power his spells/skills

- Combat is treated as a puzzle to solve with strategy and intelligence

- An insulated beginning before the wider universe opens up in later chapters

- Short term mystery which resolves into long term politics, war, and the metaphysical consequences of progression

- Found Family with a group of characters who come together to enact change

- Books 1 & 2 already written
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                My phone buzzed around noon. I had managed to fall asleep after all.

“An E gate needs cullers by 2 p.m. Are you available?”

“Yes,” I replied. An E gate was garbage experience, but it was something. 

“Thank you for your service. I am texting you the address now.”

This gate was northwest of the city in an old steel town named Monaca. A few residents still lived there, from what I understood, but its prime was a distant memory. A bevy of manufacturers used to employ people for everything from drawn steel to enameled porcelain dinnerware, but all of those businesses had moved to Africa, either literally relocating or going bankrupt because they couldn’t compete in a globalized economy.

The physical gate itself was the smallest I had ever seen. It looked like a wooden trapdoor from a medieval tavern but was upright instead of flat to the ground. Getting in and out would mean crawling on our hands and knees.

But that was fine. I didn’t mind a little crawling for some XP.

I did mind, however, what kind of gate this was. When I pulled onto the site, several dozen yards away from the Ohio River in a wooded area, I groaned out loud at the sight of duct tape. Only one kind of dungeon demanded that you seal your sleeves and pant legs in that way: this was a Roach Run.

Bringing my bow along wasn’t necessary for the crawl, but no way was I leaving lesser ironwood in my car while I was in another dimension. Other than that, it was just as gross and miserable as every other Roach Run I’d done. 

What did I get for enduring that discomfort? 22 XP and a bunch of Ziploc bags so I could freeze my clothing to kill any hitchhiking roaches or eggs. The first time I did this, I didn’t bring a second set of clothes, so I went home in my boxers. That was less than six months ago, but that already felt like a small lifetime. 

Before I started the trek home, I checked my messages. Enforcer McDouglas forwarded me a news article about George Baker:

“George Baker, veteran crawler for the Furious Few and beloved community icon, pled not guilty to all charges related to accusations of attempted crasher killing. Baker denies ever attacking or killing other crashers prior to his arrest, but in this instance, his attorney maintains that Baker and his party are protected by Pennsylvania’s Castle Doctrine. Under the law, individuals are not obligated to retreat if attacked in their workplace, and Baker’s defense argues that the interior of a dungeon gate was Baker’s workplace. Fearing for his life, he exercised his right to protect himself and his coworkers from armed trespassers.”

I sighed so hard my head tipped forward to rest on the steering wheel.

That was a pretty good argument, actually. We had him on tape gloating about the prospect of murdering me and the other crashers, but taking the Stand Your Ground angle would immediately garner him a massive amount of support.

I texted McDouglas. “Is he going to get away with this?”

“Probably.”

Such bullshit. I risked my life several times over in that operation. While I always knew Baker walking away from this was a possibility, I hated how easy that might be for him. Depending on how this played out, he might actually open the door to more crasher killings. 

To pass the time on my drive home, I caught up on crawler podcasts, starting with Pal with Val, hosted by Valcuree. She was a part of The Wilds: Alaska cast and participated in the frost giant battle. That fight actually pushed her over the hump into level 21 even though the experience was a painfully small fraction of what she would have earned killing the same monsters inside of a gate. 

Like most crawler influencers, she never took time away from her content schedule, so even though she was back to hiking through Alaska, she still recorded her podcast. Those episodes didn’t have the studio quality of her typical productions, but I think listeners actually liked that. It was authentic. This was a real crawler doing crawler stuff.

“We’ve been getting a lot of questions about this, so I think we have to address it,” Valcuree began. “The rumors are true: Myself and several crawlers I know were approached to be a part of the founding of New Eden. I knew Rick Young before this but only as a professional acquaintance. He called me personally to make the offer, which I thought was a classy touch given the scale of the effort he’s leading.”

Rick Young was the Florida crawler who was told by God to found a new Christian nation in South America. His “vision” came at a time when crawlers and doomers were regularly killing one another over gate rights, and the US government jumped on the opportunity to placate everyone involved. After all, doomers who followed Young to New Eden couldn’t bother crawlers in the US, so the faster that move happened, the sooner the violence went away.

“I think we all had a lot of questions about how they were going to handle high-level gates, especially in the early days, and this seems to be part of the answer. I was offered a two-year contract that paid really well, if I’m being honest, and Rick also offered me a permanent position that came with property in New Eden. They’d build whatever I wanted on it, and I would serve the country as a crawler indefinitely. 

“That would mean clearing gates and training new crawlers. Interestingly, they plan to make leveling mandatory for all able-bodied citizens, so every person in the country will start crawling at eighteen years old and stop when they reach level 6. I’m committed to other projects for the next five years, so I had to decline, but I’m hearing that a lot of high-level crawlers are getting this offer.”

The CDM once flirted with a similar idea for mandatory leveling a few decades back. I saw the paper trail for the proposal during my brief stint as a CDM archivist, but the idea died for reasons unknown to me.

Valcuree never revealed the exact specifics of the offer, but it sounded lucrative. Was Young getting all this funding from the government, or were silent backers involved? Meanwhile, schlubs like me were clearing Roach Runs all across the country for free, and the pay we got from the CDM wasn’t spectacular.

But suddenly the government had budget to pay New Eden crawlers. 

Thinking about New Eden reminded me of my parents and all the people I knew from my old church. My dad was probably wishing this had happened thirty years earlier when he was young enough to crawl. He killed a few monsters around the farm every now and then, but he was still level 1 as far as I knew. Being that weak bothered him deeply, like a level 1 couldn’t ever be a “real” man.

Picturing my mom’s take on this was a little more difficult. From what little Beth and I had heard from her–which included her sitting outside Frank’s shop, just watching–she seemed conflicted about leaving the two of us behind. On the one hand, the church was never wrong. On the other, we were her kids. Your children refusing to move to the promised land with you would be pretty embarrassing.

And she hated being embarrassed.

If this New Eden business worked out, though, mom and dad would finally be out of our lives forever. Hopefully, the prophet crawler Rick Young kept the momentum going and the doomer exodus happened soon.



“No Milly’s tonight?” I asked Beth as she flopped onto the couch in sweatpants and one of my t-shirts.

“Nope! I get an honest-to-goodness night off.”

“It’s been a while.”

“Yeah. I’m so tired, but things are going so well with Frank. Is it weird to say that it feels like it’s too good?”

I shook my head. “I think Carminos are wired to be skeptical of good news. There has to be something awful right around the corner somewhere to balance it out.”

“That’s exactly what I mean. Maybe that’s why Jonathan died. God needed to make that balance. I wasn’t allowed to be that happy.”

Not knowing what to say to that, I opted not to speak, keeping my eyes on a LootLootLouis livestream. His party was in the process of clearing a type of B gate casually known as “Four Seasons” because it contained a few dozen varieties of elementals.

“Is it weird I still believe in him?” Beth asked after a while.

“God?”

“I mean, logically I don’t. But…”

“But you feel like he’s going to come home any minute and spank the hell out of you for saying something mean to mom or not cleaning your room.”

Beth nodded timidly.

“I feel that way too.”

“Even after being away from it for so long?”

“Six years isn’t really that much time. Not when it comes to rewiring the foundation for your entire way of thinking. You don’t really escape it. Not truly. You’ve seen already how the church suddenly inserts itself into your life out of nowhere. That never really stops.”

“Oh.”

I reached over and squeezed Beth’s shoulder. “You’re not on a deadline for figuring any of this out. You don’t need to put that kind of pressure on yourself. Things are going well with Frank, though?”

Beth lit up. “He’s working on a bloodwood bow for a crawler in California. It’s so freaking cool.”

The ironwood my bow was made from came out of a dungeon gate. It was valuable, but ironwood was the most common kind of timber found in gates, and my bow was made from the lowest grade of ironwood possible. Voidwood and starwood were the rarest, with bloodwood coming in third. 

“Frank hates working with bloodwood,” Beth continued. “He has to wear special gloves and a respirator so he doesn’t accidentally inhale any of the sawdust. I’m not even allowed in that part of the shop. I have to look through a window.”

“I’ve only ever read about it. What’s it like seeing it in person?”

“A little creepy. The grain behaves kind of like veins. They’re always pulsing like there’s a heart pumping somewhere.”

“I’ve seen some videos.”

“Maybe Frank would let you come down and see.”

I chuckled. “No, that’s okay.”

“Would you use a bloodwood bow if you could?” Beth asked.

“I’d try it, but I doubt I could ever use one full-time,” I answered. “I’ve never used something that drained my mana before, but it doesn’t sound pleasant. Supposedly a level 5 can’t hold bloodwood for longer than ten minutes without passing out.”

“Frank said something similar. He doesn’t think the damage boost is worth the trouble, but apparently a single bloodwood commission can pay his bills for a year.”

“Sounds right. That’s why I’ll never have to worry about deciding whether or not to use one. At best, I get a better quality ironwood bow someday.”

“I don’t know,” Beth replied. “The channel seems to be going pretty well. You could end up doing okay for yourself.”

I wasn’t so sure, and she seemed to sense my hesitancy.

“What is it?” she asked.

“Beth, those caves were the most scared I’ve ever been. I feel like with YouTube you have to keep topping what you did before, and that run… I don’t want to do anything that scary again, let alone scarier.”

“That sounds like a perfectly natural response to that situation.”

“Viewers wouldn’t think so,” I said. “If a crawler dies on a stream, there’s always a ton of LOLs and shit talk about them being weaklings. In all the reading I did, I couldn’t find examples of anyone in history willingly going into caves to fight large forces. They always try to attack from the outside instead. Humans or monsters.”

“Even the well-trained soldiers?”

“Especially the well-trained soldiers. There was this battle in World War II where a few thousand Japanese soldiers hid in this massive cave system to launch an ambush. The allies blew the hell out of it with artillery and then pumped gasoline and flamethrowers into the place rather than run in. And that wasn’t really new. There are accounts of Romans fighting rebels in cliffside caves. They smoked them out instead of going in after them.”

Beth frowned.

“That’s what I mean. Suffocating or poisoning a nest full of monsters isn’t exciting television. Even if it was, I’m not stoked about the idea of handling that much arsenic ever again, and the ‘better’ options are illegal. I don’t need terrorist charges for trying to blow up some goblins. And cave ambushes aren’t the only problem.”

“What do you mean?”

“We should have been wearing gas detectors for that run,” I explained. “All day I do these safety audits, and it’s been drilled into me that enclosed spaces are surprise killers. There are all kinds of stories where one worker goes down a ladder into a pit or tunnel to do something. They pass out, so the next guy goes in to help. They go unconscious too. Four or five people can die before someone realizes that a gas might be the problem. Caves can have the same kinds of pockets.”

“That sounds scarier than goblins.”

“I agree. I’m good with clearing old houses or whatever, but it would take a lot of new ideas to convince me running a cave could be done safely.”

Beth nodded. “I’m a fan of you staying safe. Screw what viewers think.”
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                Enforcer Cortez and I crossed paths in the parking garage the next morning.

“Ready for another thrilling day of RAID babysitting?” he asked.

“Maybe we’ll see something interesting.”

“The team last night busted a group of crashers.”

“No shit?”

“Yeah, but that’s a few mouse clicks, maybe some typing, and then you’re back to staring at monitors.”

I shrugged. “It’s a job.”

“That it is. That it is.”

We didn’t talk much more on our way up to the RAID command center. With a full shift ahead, we both used the small reprieve of an elevator ride to scroll around on our phones a little bit. On a night shift, I was brave enough to check messages, but no way was I getting busted by Enforcer Chapman for looking at Reddit during a normal workday.

When I got to my desk, I found Enforcer McDouglas sitting in my chair. He wore a creamsicle orange polo shirt.

“Only need a minute,” he said. “Conference room?”

“Sure.”

Cortez gave me a weird look but didn’t say anything when McDouglas and I went into the conference room and shut the door. One of the walls was all glass, so anyone in the RAID room could see us speaking, but they couldn’t hear us.

“Wanted to make sure the news about Baker didn’t mess with your head too much,” McDouglas said.

“I mean, it sucks. I’m not really surprised, though.”

“It’s good to be a pessimist in this business. I was worried it blindsided you.”

I shook my head. “I’m good.”

“How’s Beth doing? I’ve run into her at Milly’s, but she seems like the type to put on a brave face.”

“I hear her crying at night sometimes,” I replied. “She’s hurting a lot, but she hasn’t given up trying to build her life.”

“She said she got an apprenticeship at Steel Town Bow & Arrow.”

“Yeah. Seems to like it.”

“Frank’s a crazy bastard, but he’s really good at what he does.”

“You know him?”

McDouglas nodded. “His family is one of the big ones in the Buttymen. They had a falling out somewhere along the way, but don’t let the old guy persona fool you. He’s a level 23 spellbow.”

“For real? I thought he came from a family of gunsmiths.”

“That’s technically true. Like it is with anything else, the actual story is more complicated than a soundbite. Anyway, if Beth got Frank to like her, she’s on a good track. That might be something to keep in your pocket for when she needs encouragement.”

I nodded. “Sure.”

“Well, I don’t need Chapman mad at me too, so I won’t keep you.” McDouglas moved to the door. “Just wanted to check in. See you around, Gray.”

I didn’t immediately leave the room when McDouglas did. Frank was a motherfucking level 23 spellbow? Holy shit. He was born into a Buttymen family, which is why he still got to level despite starting with a martial class, such were the advantages of guild nepotism. 

I wondered what his build looked like. What builds were even popular twenty or thirty years ago when he was active? The old school spellbow build was 10 levels of archer and then as many levels of mage as you could manage.

Kenny “the Cannon,” the spellbow from Montreal who fought in the frost giant battle, was a spellbow, but only 5 of his overall levels were black mage. The rest of his levels were a power archer build. That approach was somewhat controversial because more levels in mage were as versatile as they were effective, so capping his at 5 raised a few eyebrows.

But it was hard to argue with the results. For someone like Frank, who made bowyering his life’s work, I had a hard time imagining him stopping at 10 levels of archer.

When I sat at my desk, Cortez stood to lean over my cubicle. “You’re chummy with Enforcer McDouglas?”

“I don’t think he’d call it ‘chummy.’”

Cortez laughed. “The guy I trained under said to get in with McDouglas if I could. Apparently, he knows everyone, and they like him too.”

“You heard that in Nevada?”

“Yep. So, you’re going to introduce me, right?”

“If you’re expecting me to have any kind of cred, don’t get your hopes up,” I said. 

After a long, suspicious stare, Cortez nodded and ducked back down to sit at his desk.

Was I that terrible of a liar? How did one get good at lying? Cortez seemed to clock my deflection pretty much immediately.

More interestingly, McDouglas had a reputation on the west coast too? 

I’d already gathered that he was more than a typical enforcer. I knew that the moment he showed up in the archival room to confiscate the Unsung Heroes documents. He had the clearance, and he was the one to get the ping. Of all the people in the building who could have addressed an intern seeing the wrong files, McDouglas was the one who appeared. And it was near instantaneous.

Was he personally in the Unsung Heroes? Was his work adjacent to or related to the Unsung Heroes? What had McDouglas done for “everyone” to know who he was?

My work for the day pushed those questions out of my mind. In between double-checking drone feeds, I had reports to finalize from harvest inspections earlier in the week. Soon, the tedium was all I could think about.



“We’re both off Sunday. Go hunting that day?”

Megan was anxious to get another video up on the channel, and I couldn’t blame her. Our work with RAID, however, made our schedules far more challenging to coordinate. I very much preferred hunting on Saturday and keeping Sunday as a true day off, but that wasn’t going to be an option again for a long time. 

“Yeah. Maybe we can find something close-ish.”

“And small. Ask your crystal ball to point you to a nest with 10-20 goblins, please.”

“lol”

My method for finding monster nests, what Megan called my crystal ball, was really just public EPA satellite data. They labeled suspected monster locations as “Sites of Concern” but provided no other details. Sometimes that meant fighting goblins, but it also led to us fighting a giant water moccasin and two nasty trolls. With SOCs, we didn’t know what we were in for until we were fighting it.

I don’t know why I still kept the method a secret from Megan. At this point, I trusted her completely. We grew close relatively quickly with all of the long car rides and intense combat experiences we had together. The Dungeon Divas YouTube channel basically made us business partners as well. Nathan was absolutely smitten by her, romantically speaking, so she was pretty close to being what I considered family on that front too. 

After my brief stint undercover, however, I found myself increasingly hesitant about sharing anything that felt remotely proprietary. I didn’t need to worry about revealing the wrong thing if I didn’t reveal anything at all.

I wanted the opposite for my life. I would have really liked to have someone to talk to about what I experienced crashing. That was the first time when I knew, without a doubt, that the person standing in front of me intended to kill me. That same person could end up walking free if the Castle Doctrine defense worked, meaning he would be back out in the world somewhere.

How was I supposed to live with that?

“I was thinking we could use flashbangs if we had to run caves. There are legal versions of those, but they’re loud AF. No sneaking around once you set one of those off.”

“And we wouldn’t have a good idea of when to use them. I don’t think we’ll have cave maps that good ever again.”

“True true.”

Megan didn’t say it outright, but she was as freaked out by the Chestnut Ridge run as I was. That nest was a reality check in half a dozen different ways, and I felt a little bit better knowing I wasn’t alone in those feelings.

The AI privacy detection was a mess that day, by the way. The dev team in DC pushed a patch the night before, and suddenly RAID struggled to identify houses, which were supposed to be blacked out to protect civilians. The problem? Metal rooftops. Anything with shingles got flagged accurately, but for some reason, this version of the software no longer believed that people lived under metal roofs.

But whatever.

Otherwise, we did our routine checks, like switching every drone into and out of thermal mode and making sure we interacted with them enough that they counted as “active” surveillance instead of passive.

Thermal mode. Huh.

If I could see the heat signatures of monsters, exploring a cave wouldn’t be as dangerous. Civilians could buy drones equipped with thermal and night vision, but the quality hardware started at around $10,000 and went up from what I found. Flying a drone in a cave was already a risky proposition, but watching $10,000 break into pieces because a propeller bumped a rock I didn’t see would be brutal. 

It might not sound like a lot to some people, but $10,000 was a life-changing amount of money for me. I could pay a lot of bills with that much cash or do something crazy like make a down payment on a car or pay off a credit card.

Thermal vision goggles weren’t much better in terms of price, unfortunately. I didn’t know if this was true or not because I had never actually held a pair of thermal vision goggles, but they looked fragile. What were the chances they could survive a direct hit from a club or hunk of brick?

Geez. How would I wear them with a helmet? All of the pictures were of guys in military gear with their eyes exposed. My helmet covered my whole face.

That night over dinner, I asked Nathan what he knew about thermal vision. That sounded like something he would have read about at some point just because he was curious. Megan had a RAID night shift, and Beth was at work, so they wouldn’t be weighing in.

“I assume we’re talking for crawling?” he asked in return.

“Yes.”

He set down his burger and wiped his hands, thinking as he chewed. “Thermal only works with contrast, so the closer the ambient temperature gets to whatever you’re tracking, the less effective it is. I gotta imagine caves wouldn’t be bad in general. At a certain depth, they have a level temperature, right?”

“That’s what I read.”

“Yeah, bro, that works in your favor then. A little bit of moisture will fuck you up, though.”

“Really?”

“Oh, for sure. If it’s humid or something like that, the water becomes like static. Interferes with the sensor.”

“That makes sense,” I said.

“If you’re going shopping for toys like that, I want to come.”

I laughed. “I don’t know, man. That gear is pretty far out of our price range.”

“Even with YouTube money?”

“Even with YouTube money.”

“Searching for traps might be a pain with thermal,” Nathan added. “You won’t be able to see shit when you’re in thermal mode. If it isn’t warm, it isn’t showing up. Traps. Holes. Walls. None of that.”

“Jesus. I didn’t even think about that part.” 

That meant neither Megan nor I could use thermal nonstop. As the frontliner, it made more sense for her to use thermal because she would always spot something before I did, but she also needed to step carefully.

“That’s why you got me to be your Zordon.”

“Zordon?”

Nathan sighed. “It’s a Power Rangers reference. I’m guessing that was too violent for you to watch as a kid?”

“Definitely.”

“Zordon was like the brains of the operation. He hung out in his little tube while the Power Rangers went out fighting.”

“Gotcha. Sure, you can be Zordon.”

“Nope,” he protested. “You’re not giving that proclamation the gravity it deserves. That's like getting a Medal of Honor from someone who thinks it's just a pin.”

“Sorry.”

“Anyway, I get why you'd want thermal vision. It would still be useful, but you'd have to stop, flip it on, look around, and then flip it off so you can move again. Not the worst thing in the world. What's a goblin’s average body temperature anyway?”

I thought for a moment. “I don't know that I've ever read anything about their body temperature.”

“Take a thermometer on the next hunt then. I'm sure they'd let you put it under the tongue and check.”

“Har har.”

Nathan grinned. “Real talk, you can get a handheld thermal scanner. We use them at work sometimes.”

“Thank you for your help.”

“I'm always here for morphin’ time. No, forget I said that. Explaining it will just make me sad.”



Nathan blew up my phone with texts overnight. I didn't read them until the next morning. Showing you the transcript is probably easiest:

Dude I don't think you looked very hard for drones

This one they straight up throw into caves

Like a football

Ok nm it's $150k

But bro there are options. Mini ones too

This one has a cage so it bounces off of walls

And AI navigation with lidar. Idk if that's bs because everything has AI something or whatever the fuck

$7k is better than $150k

I assume that's $7k for the whole thing and not just the cage

Maybe beth can get them to sponsor you

Oh shit there are ground ones too, like RC cars

They're cool but I think we should stick with the flying ones

this is solvable man. Like totally. You don't wanna be going into anything too tight anyway. If the drone can't fit then hell no you don't go

Bro bro bro

Let me fly it

Like on hunts

Idk how we deal with the signal loss bc no way am I going in. Like they get a signal out of dungeon gates so there's gotta be a way to get one out of caves 

Don't tell Megan anything yet. Let me think about this before I let you recruit me

But dude viewers will love a robot bro following you around

No it should be a girl robot because you're dungeon divas

Same outcome tho. The kids will love it

WTF man why did you keep me up so late I have to work tomorrow

Asshole
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The Uprising of the Hero Party’s Underling


I actually got isekai’d once.

It happened 10 years ago, when I was just a 16-year-old kid suffering from "main character syndrome." I slipped on the stairs, and the text thing I knew that I was in a place called Averula.

That place had monsters, a Demon King bent on world domination, and "Heroes" carrying the hopes of the kingdom on their backs.

Being the traveler from the other world I was, I figured I should shoulder some of that burden. So, I joined the Hero’s party as the sixth member.

Also the one everyone called the errand boy.

I spent three years cooking, peeling oranges, serving tea, giving massages, and literally fanning those "Heroes" - only to kick the bucket in the final boss fight.

The last thing I saw? My so-called "comrades" decided I wasn't worth wasting a Resurrection Elixir on.

Luckily, I woke up back in my old world.

After that, I’ve spent the last 10 years living a quiet, peaceful life. And I was perfectly happy keeping it that way forever.

But now, the god that kicked me to the other world in the first place wants me to go back, right to the moment before it all started.

For what? To be an errand boy again?

I’m not feeling that idea at all.



Start Reading →
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                “You been following this crawler case?” Enforcer Cortez asked me on our next overnight.

“Baker?” I asked, willing myself to keep my eyes on the monitors. Everyone said I was bad at lying, so maybe if I didn’t look at Cortez, he wouldn’t notice.

“Yeah. How much do you know about it?”

“What have you heard?”

“Undercover CDM busted him about to CK. Seems like a fairly big-time local crawler. Entered a not guilty plea citing Stand Your Ground laws.”

I shrugged. “That sounds like all of it.”

“Did you hear anything about the investigation? Undercover crashing is wild. That had to make some waves around here when it went down.”

“I was an intern,” I answered. “You might know more about it than I do at this point.”

“Do you know Baker?”

“I met him a few times. He’s good at putting on a persona when he needs to.”

“That’s pretty much everyone famous, right?” Cortez asked in reply. “They’re all masking up when people are watching. I mean, to be honest, man, we’re all probably doing that.”

“That’s true.”

“I’m not saying it’s right, but it’s hard to side with crashers or to feel bad for them. They know the risks and do it anyway.”

It felt like a hand reached into my guts, grabbed a fistful of insides, and twisted. “They always struck me as desperate people doing desperate things,” I countered.

“There are legal channels, though. You and I joined the CDM so we could level. Any of them could have done something similar.”

“What else is similar to interning with the CDM?”

“Well, there’s the military… Or you could save up your money or something. For the fees.”

“You ever hear that expression about what you do if you see a mom stealing groceries?”

Cortez chuckled. “Yeah. ‘No, you didn’t see anything.’ That seems pretty different from crashing.”

“I’m not saying I agree with it. I’m just saying a few levels can make a big difference for a lot of people. I understand why they risk it.”

“Dude!” Cortez lurched forward suddenly to reach for the mouse. “That’s a cat. How many is that so far?”

“Nine.”

The night shift had adopted an unofficial contest to help pass the hours: Count the cats. The record so far was seventeen. Though it was still the first full week of RAID being operational, that number seemed really high to me, like no one would ever top it.

“Write it down,” Cortez said.

I pushed the pen and tablet to him. “Megan, I mean, Enforcer Osheski, always accuses me of exaggerating my stories. She’ll believe the count more if you do it.”

Which was a boldfaced lie. I loved the concept of this little game because it was goofy and ultimately harmless, but no way in hell was I leaving evidence around of me dicking off at work. I did not want Enforcer Chapman to find a notebook full of cat sightings in my handwriting, so I opted out of cat counting entirely. That was difficult for me because who sees a cat and doesn’t reflexively go “look, a cat!” to the nearest friendly face?

Sociopaths. Sociopaths don’t get excited when they see a cat.

After a long stretch of nothing happening, we encountered a dilemma.

We weren’t allowed to surveil private yards even if those were technically in public view. If a journalist on the street recorded a yard, it was legal as long as they didn’t trespass on the property. Anything easily visible from a public space was fair game, but RAID was subject to stricter regulations.

Unless a gate was in a yard, we were supposed to black it out until we had cause to investigate the obscured area. However, fields and farms didn’t count as yards. We could record the hell out of cornfields and cow pastures with no issue.

A particular C-ranked gate near Yellowcreek perplexed us, however. The gate appeared in a wooded gully adjacent to an active farm, but we couldn’t see it beneath the tree cover. Enough leaves still clung to branches to make the drone view mostly worthless. 

Here was our dilemma: it wasn’t immediately clear where the yard ended and the farm began. 

“The edge of the cropline would be the border, right?” Cortez proposed.

“But look,” I said as I pointed to farm equipment parked nearer to the house. “I think the tractor makes it farmland, even if the ground isn’t planted.”

Cortez stroked his thin little mustache. “I see what you’re saying, but see. There are mowers and spreaders right up against the house, but then there’s a swingset. Is the swingset on farmland or in a yard?”

“Hmm. You got me there.”

Dumb quibbles like this were one of the major reasons we were here in the first place. We had a stack of strict, specific rules to follow, but weird edge cases like this were inevitable. In terms of preserving the admissibility of our footage, Cortez and I arguing about this now was better than an attorney convincing a judge that our evidence was inadmissible because what we defined as farmland could be construed as a private yard.

We logged the issue for further review, noting the gate location and the source of the confusion. The two schlubs watching the cameras–us–weren’t qualified to make a ruling on something like that. Until then, we erred on the side of protecting civilian privacy, blacking out anything beyond the edge of the crop line.

After I finished logging the issue, I said, “You know, we do these group dinners at my place most weekends, if we can. It’s nothing elaborate. Usually a metric ton of pasta of some kind, but you’re welcome to swing by. The whole thing is pretty chill.”

Cortez nodded. “Yeah, sure. Maybe sometime. I don’t think I can make that happen this weekend.”

“No worries. It’s a standing offer.”

“Thank you, brother,” Cortez replied.

I had extended a few casual invitations to Cortez by this point, and he declined every single one. His poker face was better than mine, so I couldn’t tell if he was shy, genuinely busy, or growing tired of my offering to hang out all the time.

What would Nathan do in this situation? He would keep offering in a way that was casual and pressure-free, so that’s what I would do here. I would occasionally remind Cortez that the door was open if he needed friends in the city.

Twenty or so minutes later, we did the hourly switch from night vision to thermal, rotating through the forty-one active drones to check for anomalies. 

The same gate that had us debating yard versus farmland showed a heat signature beneath the trees, near the gate. Or where we knew the gate to be, rather. Despite being portals to other dimensions, gates always matched the ambient temperature of where they appeared. I always thought that was weird. I would have expected that much energy to generate heat.

“What is that?” I asked Cortez.

He squinted and then opened the view on the monitor directly in front of his station to get a better look. “Deer, maybe? Or a super-Chad raccoon.”

“I don’t think so. The silhouette doesn’t look right to me.”

So we waited for it to move. A few minutes later, it started to walk around the gate. 

“That looks like two legs and two arms to me,” I said, briefly flipping back to night vision. There was still too much foliage in the way, so I went back to thermal.

“Hard to argue with you,” Cortez replied. “A kid maybe? Maybe he lives on the nearest farm and got curious.”

“The reading says 105 degrees fahrenheit.”

“Shit, you’re right. That’s a get-your-ass-to-the-hospital-level fever.”

Thanks to Nathan’s drone questions, I woke up that morning curious about a goblin’s average body temperature. All of the studies that might have given a specific measurement were behind paywalls, but most guides broadly agreed that goblins “ran hot,” probably because they had high metabolisms, needed to survive in potentially chill, wet conditions like caves, and were resistant to most basic illnesses.

“I think it’s a goblin,” I said.

Cortez studied his screen again. “Yeah. Definitely could be. May I?”

I scooted back from my keyboard to show Cortez that he had the controls. He attempted to get a better angle on the creature, flipping between views frequently to see if he succeeded. He didn’t.

“Shit. He’s running.” Cortez moved to pursue it, but then eight new heat signatures appeared. “Do we chase the monster or record the crawlers?”

“I’m pretty sure we record the crawlers, but that’s another thing for us to ask about.”

“I agree. Scoping the crawlers is the safer choice for now, but damn. I would have liked to see where he went.”

“Me too.”

Checking the gate registration, I saw that Dungeon Industries Inc. had bought the rights. That meant the guild’s harvest team would likely arrive shortly to begin setting up while the crawlers killed everything except for the boss.

I quietly checked the EPA satellite feeds. No SOCs were flagged anywhere near Yellowcreek, but that could also be because the data hadn’t updated yet. 

The rest of the night passed without incident. I checked the EPA satellite again that morning and still didn’t see an SOC for Yellowcreek. When I reviewed notes for the area, I saw that one of the other duos noted a potential goblin sighting Tuesday night, but this was several miles north near a place called Stonerstown. I made a note to tell Nathan about that. He would get a kick out of that name.

I say “potential” because the notes reflected a situation similar to ours. They caught a heat signature but couldn’t get a proper visual on it before it moved out of the area.

An idea came to me, and I decided it was worth the risk.

Instead of heading home at the end of my shift, I waited for Enforcer Chapman to get in that morning. Though she had an office in the RAID command center, her primary office remained on the fourth floor with the rest of the enforcers.

When I knocked on her open door, she still had her jacket on and a messenger bag over her shoulder.

She didn’t even look in my direction. “Enforcer Gray, your shift was up an hour ago. We have a strict budget for hours and can’t afford unapproved overtime.”

“I’m here on my own time. Can I run something by you?”

“You have five minutes.”

“We think we spotted a goblin last night but didn’t get a clear visual, only thermal. It looks like another shift recorded something similar a few miles away. With your permission, I’d like to reach out to the EPA to see if they have records of sightings in the area.”

“To what end?”

“I’m wondering if RAID caught something new or if the EPA is already on it. With all the worries about unknown threats in the wilds, I figure spotting a monster nest with the drones gives the program more credibility.”

“Even if investigating nests is not part of our orders? Recent directives have made it clear our sole focus is ensuring that gates are closed.”

I nodded. “I’m not saying it becomes the job, but if we have a chance to get ahead of a nest because RAID caught something, shouldn’t we take it? It wouldn’t take much effort to alert the EPA.”

“Or automate forwarding any record that mentions seeing a possible wild monster.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“I can try to get approval for the extra hours, which is unlikely, or you can do this on your own time.”

“I’m fine with using my own time.”

Chapman stared down at her desk, thinking. “Alright. Please be professional when you reach out to the EPA and update me when you learn something.”

“Thank you, ma’am.”

“Shut the door, please.”

“Of course.”

When I was sure Chapman wouldn’t see me somehow, I let myself smile. I already knew the EPA didn’t have an SOC in that area, but this gave me a legitimate reason to learn more about the EPA’s process for wild monsters. If this played out the way I hoped it would, I’d get that intel and also have the name of someone at the EPA to reach out to in the future.

My ultimate hope was to find a way for Megan and me to know what kind of monsters to expect at an SOC. That would be huge for the Dungeon Divas and make investigating a new SOC far less stressful.

Instead of heading home since my shift was over, I went back to my desk in the RAID command center.

When Megan saw me, she wrinkled her face in confusion. “Aren’t you off this shift?”

“Yeah. Just looking into something I’m curious about.”

“Right, right. You doing dinner with us tonight?”

“I hope not,” I joked. “I’d rather get called into a crawl.”

“Ha!”

Since Chapman didn’t offer me a contact at the EPA, I went through the phone system. I hoped being from the CDM would get me some level of priority, but nope. After an hour and a half, most of that time spent on hold, I was finally bounced to the “Invasive Species Intervention” team, where a woman answered the phone.

After explaining who I was and what I had seen with the RAID drone, I asked, “Do you have sightings in the Yellowcreek or Stonerstown area?”

I heard the clickety-clack of typing. “Nothing within the last three months,” she said.

“Should we alert you when we have sightings like this? I’ve done a few inspections with the DOH, so I know they call you guys as soon as they get a whiff of monster activity.”

Her voice had the close-mic monotone of someone holding the phone with their shoulder as they took notes. “That’s an interesting question. I don’t have an answer but can get you one. You said you’ve only had two sightings?”

“In a week. That’s all the longer we’ve been operational.”

“Oh, I see. Yeah, I can check into this for you and give you a call back.”

“Can I ask you a few more questions while I have you?”

“Shoot.”

“When we were trying to decide what to do with this, I saw that the EPA has a lot of public GIS data.” 

GIS stands for “geographic information system,” the fancy name for all the layers of data I could view with the satellite tool.

Continuing, I said, “It looks like there’s monster data in there, but all it says is ‘Site of Concern.’”

“Okay…”

“Is there a way for me to know what specific monsters were spotted there? We might see a troll, but your Site of Concern could be for goblins. You’d probably want a call in that case, but I’d be annoyed getting a goblin report when you already know there are goblins. Does that make sense?”

She started writing again. “No, that does make sense. I can find an answer for that too.”

“You’re awesome. Thank you.”

“Sure. Bye now.”

When I hung up the phone, Megan popped her head over my cubicle wall, her eyes narrowed with suspicion. “Was that the EPA just now?”

I grinned. “Yep. Cortez and I saw a goblin last night, so I’m trying to figure out what we should do when that happens. It turns out the EPA has a public GIS platform that labels what they call ‘Sites of Concern’ when they believe monsters are in the area.”

“Is that so?” Megan knew they were called Sites of Concern, but this was the first time she heard me explain how I found SOCs or that my process had anything to do with the EPA. She didn’t do a good job of hiding that she knew exactly what I was talking about.

“Yep, but it’s weird. They don’t provide data on what kinds of monsters were spotted, so I’m also trying to see if there’s a way for us to know that without bothering them directly.”

Megan’s grin grew to match my own. “You don’t say.”

“Interesting, right? I’m not sure what will come of it, but I do know I want to go to bed.”

As I started to leave, Megan said, “Hey, Dor. That’s good thinking.”

“Thank you.”

She continued. “Real quick. Are you as anxious about getting the same days off as I am?”

Megan meant for our Dungeon Diva runs, but she obviously couldn’t say that out loud in the middle of a CDM office. “Yeah. I’m worried we’ll get a big dry spell."

“I was thinking we could ask Chapman,” she proposed.

“Heh!” That reaction was entirely involuntary, and it was loud enough that I stood to apologize to everyone else in the room. “No way is she doing me any favors.”

“What about McDouglas? He seems to like you.”

Shaking my head, I replied, “He’s already done a lot for me. I might come across as greedy if I hit him up for this.”

“I’ll ask Chapman myself then,” Megan said, resolutely. “I need to figure out how to do it, but I’ll do it.”
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The world didn't end with fire or ice. It ended with a rain of blood, and a bureaucratic apology memo from the rest of the galaxy.



Luckily, Lorenzo Locke had an umbrella.

Enzo had always been a daredevil. Snowboarder, rock climber, martial artist, skydiver. Anything to get his heart racing. Until the accident set him on a different path. A quieter path, creating bespoke jewelry.

Then came the rain. And with it, evidence humanity wasn't alone and that magic was very, very real.

But so too were monsters.

Now the dead rise as Eaters; magically evolving, mana-sucking undead with a taste for hearts and brains. And the only help on offer? A cryptic Universal Training Guide that refuses to answer questions until you're already figuring them out for yourself.

So that’s exactly what Enzo will do. Master spells. Craft magical equipment. And protect the people he loves, including his rapidly evolving pup, a little sister who doesn’t know when to quit, and an old group of friends all willing to die for each other.

He'll even try to save the world along the way. Assuming he can work out why his magic doesn't quite seem to be the same as everyone else's.

And when he's done with Earth, he's going to find the asshole that sent the shitty apology memo and punch him, her, or it, in the face.

Twice.


What to Expect:



	Three chapters a week (Mon/Wed/Fri)

	A slow-burn, weak-to-strong epic

	Spell development, magic crafting, and ‘dungeon’ delving




	Gritty, character-driven progression

	A cast of characters with their own motivations

	And an evolving puppy!
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                “Thought you should know the EPA paid me a visit today,” Domonkos said to me over the phone. I stepped into the kitchen in an attempt to not disturb everyone watching television in the living room.

“Is that good or bad?”

Domonkos chuckled. “Bad for them since they actually gotta do their jobs for once. Can’t say they were pleased we played with so much arsenic, but they dropped that real quick when I reminded them they refused to help.”

“I was worried we would get in trouble for that.”

The old man on the other side of the phone laughed. “Yinz don’t have to think about that. I didn’t tell ‘em anything about you and don’t plan to. They’re thinking those skulls were hobos, by the way. I guess if that’s the case, them dying is less of a worry than taxpayers dying. Heartless bastards. All of them.”

“Did they find anything deeper in the caves?”

“Oh yeah, that’s why I called in the first place. I brought a lawn chair out to the cave to watch them work because I got nothing else to do with myself, and there was this switch. They were all real bored and ornery about being this far out in the sticks, but then they got real, real serious. Couple hours later, a helicopter came in. Buncha crawlers slid down ropes because the thing couldn’t land anywhere. They had all kinda gear and ran right into the caves.”

“Interesting.”

“Any idea what that’s about?” Domonkos asked. 

“How different was their gear from the rest of the EPA people?”

“Like a SWAT team dropped in on a bunch of mall cops.”

I laughed out loud at that description. “We left a lot of the caves untouched. Maybe they found more goblins?”

“Or something worse than goblins.”

“That’s a good point. I don’t know what that would be, but if you find out, I’d love to hear.”

“Oh, I’ll find out,” Domonkos chuckled. “I ain’t scared of a few EPA spooks.”

When I came back into the living room, I summarized the call for Megan. She leaned on Nathan, resting her head on his chest.

“But what could it be?” Megan asked. “We didn’t see any signs of the goblins having enemies inside the caves. All their fortifications assumed danger came from the entrance. They would have walled off the deeper passages if there were threats in those directions, right?”

“That’s a good point. Sorry to interrupt. We can get back to Louis.”

“There’s no replacing BiggerGinger,” LootLootLouis told the stream, looking directly into the camera on his follower drone, his long dreads framing his face. He was in the middle of a C-ranked crawl, an undead variant of an orc dungeon. 

“Does the party need a new white mage? Yes, we do. But replacing Ginger… That’s like saying I lost a brother, so I need to get a new brother. Nah, man. Can’t do that. I’m certain we can find another party member that we trust and love as much as Ginger, but the hole he left in our lives will always be there.”

Chat responded immediately.

RIP B-G

we miss you ginger

Survival of the fittest. ¯\_(ツ)_/¯ 

Yeah, git gud or gtfo

Wow

That’s so f’ed up

lmao

User removed by moderator.

User removed by moderator.

“Dude, as much as I love watching his stuff, I would totally understand if Louis said, ‘fuck this,' and never streamed again,” Nathan said. 

“People are so mean,” Beth agreed. “Do you think he even reads chat anymore? He must not be if he’s that calm.”

“I definitely wouldn’t.”

Were I in Louis’ place, I wouldn’t put myself through that. Like Nathan said, I probably would have hung it up long ago. How could you be excited to entertain your audience when they say awful things about your dead friend?

“We’re going to get back to the run in a minute,” Louis continued, looking over his shoulder at his party. 

They sat or leaned against the dungeon wall, drinking from water bottles and Nad-Nade cans. A few waved at the camera, but most ignored it completely.

“Valcuree has been pretty open about all this New Eden business. I wasn’t going to talk about it on stream, but Val, you kind of forced my hand. Was I offered a contract to close gates for New Eden? Yes, I was. Honestly, the money is insane. I could live in a beautiful part of the world for two years, do the one thing I’m good at, and then never need to work again. 

“Am I taking the offer, though? No, I’m not. As good as the pay would be, it doesn’t change the fact that these are extremists. Many of these people either had a hand in killing crawlers or were vocally supportive of gate crashes and guild hall attacks. I am totally in favor of helping resettlers, so don’t get me wrong there. In fact, there’s a chance we spend some time in Australia, but I can’t talk about that yet.”

“Does that mean New Zealand gave him an offer?” Megan asked. “Or is there another country talking about reclaiming Australia?”

“Japan has talked about it a few times,” I answered. “With how crazy the gate ranks are down there, anyone who manages to clear and hold it would almost instantly be the wealthiest nation in the world. New Zealand is the only one seriously planning, at least as far as I’ve heard.”

Nathan nodded. “He’s definitely got an offer from New Zealand. That’s the only country it could be.”

Beth, sitting on the floor, looked back over her shoulder at Nathan. “The US isn’t interested in Australia?”

“I’m sure they are. Everyone is ‘interested’ because damn, who wouldn’t be? If New Eden wasn’t a thing and the military was done babysitting South America, I’d say the US was a contender, but I don’t think they can mobilize another giant crawler effort.”

“That makes sense,” Beth replied. “Finding crawlers has to be the easiest part, though.”

“Huh?” Nathan leaned forward. “What do you mean?”

“Someone like Louis is built for that challenge, but most harvesters are regular people. That’s where the money is, right? In the harvests?”

“Ohhh.” Nathan pointed at Beth. “Yeah. You’re right. ‘Here’s a free house. Keep an eye out for the dread widow. It’s been spotted on a few doorbell cameras, so you know, stay alert!’”

We all laughed. A dread widow was an A-ranked spider boss and roughly the size of a Tilt a Whirl. That makes it sound like it would be easy to find, but there are two problems there: 

First, Australia is deceptively massive. While the number of square miles isn’t perfectly equal, Australia is roughly the same distance across, top-to-bottom and east-to-west as the United States. Yes, a dread widow is a really freaking big monster, but so is the space you need to search to find it.

Second, dread widows take after trapdoor spiders. They don’t spin massive webs to ensnare prey. They hide underground and snatch food when it wanders close. That innocent-looking playground could actually rest on the back of a dread widow, but you don’t know it until it bursts out of the ground to drag you under.

The effectiveness of their hiding skills was scary, but for me, the scariest part of dread widows was what we didn’t know. Dread widows in the wilds had been observed setting up a burrow, and though a satellite stayed trained on that exact spot, the dread widow relocated to another burrow entirely without being seen. 

Biologists and physicists have thus far been at a loss for how that could be possible. “Magic” is the obvious explanation, but most people consider that a nonanswer. We need to observe the dread widow using said magic at the very least. 

“I don’t think it would be that hard to recruit workers,” I said.

“You’re crazy,” Nathan replied. “That’s so dangerous.”

“People do dangerous stuff for money all the time. Megan can confirm this because it’s in our safety training. One out of every thousand loggers is killed on the job. Fishing and hunting jobs are a little bit better, but only just barely. And then roofing is close to one in two thousand for fatalities. Roofing!

“The California Gold Rush? 15% died, and that’s without factoring in Native American deaths, which there were a bunch. Steelworkers? I mean, remember those pictures of dudes eating lunch dozens of stories up as casually as sitting on a park bench? What about the military? That’s big risk for money. Ever hear the Chemical Worker’s Song? They say something like one day at work is two days closer to death. Like, that’s an exaggeration, but it’s not that much of an exaggeration when you’re breathing toxic shit all day.

“Megan and I are hunting wild monsters for YouTube views for Christ’s sake. That’s a pretty damn dangerous way to earn a few bucks.”

Nathan raised his hands. “I surrender, bro. You’ve convinced me that people would risk monster attacks for cash. It’s wild the CDM put the California Gold Rush in their trainings, though.”

“They didn’t,” Megan clarified.

I nodded. “She’s right. I read about that before. Same thing with the Chemical Worker’s Song. I got on a folk music cover kick for a while and came across it. Got curious, so I looked up the stuff they talked about.”

“How do you remember all that?” Nathan asked.

I answered, “Wish I could tell you. If this Australia project comes to life, the real question will be if workers are compensated relative to the risk. Most of my examples were people trading their health for pennies because they didn’t have a choice.”

“Didn’t mean to get you riled up, bro, but now I am too. What do you do with all this outrage once you get it boiling?”

Shrugging, I said, “Go to work the next day because I need money too.”

“Speaking of training,” Megan began, very obviously trying to change the subject. “Have any of you looked into magery builds?”

“Who hasn’t?” Nathan asked.

“She’s embarrassed about it and wants it to be a secret, but I want to help her if I can.”

“I don’t get it. Who’s embarrassed?”

“De Saint. My new partner.”

Nathan and I both sat up. What was a born-wizard-class doing working at the CDM? They got scouted out of elementary school, and the offers were lucrative.

“Her parents wanted her to have a normal childhood,” Megan explained, “so they didn’t disclose her class. She’s level 1 and has never been in a dungeon. I feel like her fear is keeping her from taking the easy levels, but I also don’t know how to help her. I thought maybe build options would give her a nudge.”

Megan’s phone buzzed. 

“Hello? Yes. Okay. Thank you.”

Nathan looked up as she stood. “Called in for a gate?”

She nodded.

“Be safe, please.” 

Megan kissed Nathan on the cheek. “See you late tonight, if you’re still up.”

“It’s always hard to sleep when you’re crawling.”

She flexed and smiled. “I’m more of a monster than the monsters. I’ll be fine.”



I hoped to get called in for a run like Megan, but I had no such luck. Our upcoming hunting trip would scratch that itch. Well, it would scratch it a little. By the time it was over, I’d be even more pissed because of how crap wild XP was.

The next day was more watching monitors. The only moment of note was receiving an email from the Invasive Species Intervention team at the EPA. The person I talked to the day before gave my information to Kwame Imani, Director of Invasive Species Intervention, who then emailed me directly.

Enforcer Carmino,

We do not have a process in place with the CDM that standardizes information sharing. It’s clear that needs to change. I am reaching out to Enforcer Chapman directly to coordinate those efforts. I suspect you’ll hear more about that soon.

In the meantime, I spoke with the GIS team. By the end of the day, Sites of Concern should begin updating every four hours as well as include what monsters are reportedly in the area. Please remember that these sightings are not always confirmed. Most of that data comes from other agencies, but a handful comes from private citizens. We take their word for it until we have the chance to investigate.

Thank you for making me aware of this opportunity.

Kwame Imani

Director of Invasive Species Intervention

Environmental Protection Agency

What.

That was it? All it took to get the SOC data was asking for it? I don’t know that Imani would have made those concessions if RAID wasn’t a part of the conversation, but he sounded nonchalant about taking that data public, like it wasn’t a big deal. Maybe I had been too protective of that information after all, but then again, how would I have known differently?

Regardless, this was a big win. Megan and I had too many close calls already. Our luck was bound to run out if we kept pushing it. No more diving blindly into a hunt.

True to his word, the GIS information updated just like Imani said it would. When Megan and I went out again, we’d know to expect goblins.

We were still avoiding trolls.

And giant snakes.

And holy crap, there was a harpy nest just over the border in West Virginia.

My curiosity getting the better of me, I checked out SOCs in other states. The number of giant roach SOCs in the deep south gave me the heebie-jeebies, though, so I stopped. Goblins for now were fine.



The town of Jeanette was a forty-five-minute drive from my apartment, making it one of the closest SOCs Megan and I had ever investigated. A fair number of people still lived in the area, but they had adopted a literal “wrong side of the tracks” design as part of that transition.

Railroad tracks bisected the original Jeanette, with many of the industrial structures ending up on the south side. As those jobs disappeared, that section of town became increasingly less traveled. Eventually, the handful of residents near the old factories were so surrounded by blight, vermin, and potentially dangerous waste that they moved to the north side of town.

Now a long, tall fence ran along the tracks to physically separate the living parts of the town from the blight. That made driving to the SOC a little more challenging than usual. After an hour of surprise dead ends and road closures, we got within a half mile of it on a road that led directly to our target. We might have been able to get closer, but Megan and I agreed that a slightly longer walk was a worthwhile trade for how straightforward navigation would be.

As we quietly walked down the street, my bow at the ready, I wondered what someone would think of us if we were spotted traipsing through their neighborhood. Not only were we in our crawl kits, but we also wore bandoliers of mismatched flares and smoke signals, had sheathed crowbars strapped to our backs, had utility belts with flashlights, binoculars, and knives around our waists, and were followed by a drone.

Megan interrupted my daydreaming with a finger point.

“Is that the SOC?” she whispered, pointing to a red brick building rising above the ruins. 

I immediately understood her concern. We had a good idea of the footprint of this location thanks to satellite imagery, but we didn’t know that one of the structures was eight or nine stories tall. 

The site was comprised of three major structures and was roughly 100 yards by 100 yards.

The largest building occupied half of that property, and I assumed it was a big warehouse like we saw at the barge builders from our first hunt way back. That looked to be the case, but one of the buildings that looked smaller on the satellite images, some 60 yards long compared to 100, looked like a freaking castle in person. 

Most of it was in the ballpark of three or four stories tall, but then a tower rose from one of the corners, roughly eight stories in total. From where we stood in the ruins, we couldn’t immediately tell how much area that tower occupied, but I guessed the side facing me was something like 15 yards across, based on the windows I could see.

Up until that point, our hunts had limited verticality. We might end up on a second floor, but mostly we stayed on the ground. When I worked with Sean at the DOH to sweep abandoned houses for residents, we frequently skipped higher floors because the staircases up were untrustworthy. And then E and D gates were mostly one-level affairs, so we didn’t have any practice fighting upward from those runs either.

A scouting drone with thermal imaging would be really useful right about now. 

“What do you think we should do?” I whispered back. 

At the same time, I guided Megan over a few feet toward an abandoned house. If goblins were in the tower, the smart move would be to put lookouts up there. If that ended up being the case, they may have already spotted us. 

But if they hadn’t, breaking that line of sight would help.

She wrinkled her face. “I’d like to do the tower first so we have the view of the property, but I don’t like the idea of getting stuck a few floors up because the stairs are overrun below.”

We had a similar experience with two trolls we met in a high school. We ended up on the third floor with nowhere to go. I very much disliked how that felt.

“I feel the same way about the tower. Taking it first is too risky. How about we search the big building and then check out the tower? We should approach from the far end of the property regardless. Could be lookouts up there.”

“That’s a good point. Yeah, let’s use your plan.”

Instead of following the road straight in, we now turned onto a side street, went down five houses or so, and then cut across old residential lots to come at the property from the back.

In its prime, Fort Pitt Brewing Company owned this land, one of multiple breweries it operated around Pittsburgh to keep up with a growing demand for Fort Pitt Beer. In 1952, all of the brewery workers in the city went on strike, which was over two thousand people across three major breweries. Gate chaos still ran high at that time, and with so many men drafted to cull dungeons, jobs were competitive, but the pay and conditions were shit.

Steelworkers were on strike at the same time, incidentally, but the beer strike went long. Consumers bought national brands instead, and when the strike ended, they didn’t go back to drinking local beer. Fort Pitt Beer never really recovered.

I had hoped to find old floor plans or some clues as to the layout of the operation, but as our surprise to the tower probably revealed, I didn’t find anything useful. The only major piece of intel I came away with was that we shouldn’t go into the basement. For years, residents had complained about over three million gallons of water trapped there, saying that it was toxic from industrial waste runoff and represented a major danger to the water table. 

Not that I would have gone for a swim, but learning that made me especially wary of falling through the floor.

This edge of the brewery butted right up against backyards, so we stepped through tall grass and around collapsed sheds to reach the rear of the largest building.

At first glance, every window and door on the ground level was boarded shut. 

Megan pointed to the sill on one of the windows. The edge was caked with dry mud, and that wasn’t the case for any other window in sight.

Slowly and gently, she hooked a finger under the sheet of plywood covering the window. It drifted forward like the flap on a doggy door. At first, I thought the goblins built a hinge of some sort, but nope, the top edge was all nails. Every movement wore and loosened the wood a little bit more. If we gave it a tug, I suspected it would easily come down.

Megan looked back at me with a question in her body language.

Yeah, let’s do this.
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Bob the Walking Bank - A Monster Evolution Lit-RPG


Meet Bob, a man reincarnated as a Lesser Mimic in the bowels of a seemingly endless Dungeon.

Once an investment banker named Robert Stadler, Bob gets a new start after one very unfortunate encounter with a speeding box truck.

The catch? His new life begins as an F-ranked monster trapped near the bottom of the food chain.

Now he has to survive, evolve, and consume an increasingly unreasonable amount of treasure to grow stronger.

And when the costs of his species become too much to handle, Bob reaches the only logical conclusion.

Teach the locals how to make their money work for them.

It’s time to make way for the capitalist revolution.
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                When we slipped under the plywood, we stepped into a dim but mostly empty ground floor with a ceiling roughly 10 ft high, so we had no clues as to what it used to be for. Exposed steel girders ran overhead, and similar steel pillars ran in two neat rows the length of the structure. Any exposed metal, whether it be beams, supports, or stairs, had a coat of dark rust. 

There was a stairwell near the window we entered, and it looked like there were doors at the far end to the other sections of the brewery. The tracks weren’t well defined, so I couldn’t be certain they were from goblins, but there appeared to be a distinct path of dirt leading that direction.

This place smelled like a dusty construction site, like drywall powder had been blown over everything. Since that dust was on every surface, including the concrete floor, even the lightest shuffle of our footsteps echoed.

I kept watch while Megan deployed our latest hunting technique: tripwire alarms.

You’re going to think I’m lying, but we bought them from a ninja supplies website. We found several other military-looking alternatives with pull pins like grenades and strong metal bodies, but the ninja version was the cheapest and the simplest. A firecracker was in the middle, smaller than a cigarette, and strings went out either end.

Pulling the string set off the firecracker.

Using pushpins for anchors, Megan attached one end of the alarm to the plywood over the window and the other to the windowsill. If a goblin came the same way we did, the firecracker would go off, and we would know to watch our backs. 

We took a peek in the stairwell when she was done. The stairs going down disappeared into a pool of dark water. As for the stairs going up, the number of holes in the pitted metal gave me pause.

We put another firecracker across that doorway. Just because we weren’t brave enough to go up didn’t mean goblins wouldn’t come down and flank us.

Through the far doorways were a few rooms crammed with old desks, several broken chairs, and a washing machine for some reason. These rooms were almost pitch black, and we kept an eye out for potential traps. 

We soon emerged into another expansive space, and our eyes didn’t need long to adjust. Where the place we entered had more standard ceilings, this one was open like a warehouse. Many of the second-story windows weren’t boarded over, so pools of sunlight poured into the ruins. 

The same wall with the windows had become a giant graffiti canvas, featuring lettering and illustrations the size of railroad cars in a slew of bright colors with heavy black or white outlines. More than a few of the pieces had been defaced by other artists. An illustration of a well-endowed woman on her side had “GTFO” sprayed over it in dripping red letters. Another piece had “NOT WELCOME” tagged on top of it.

Everything smelled of wet dust.

While I was grateful not to encounter a bunch of goblins right away, the vast openness of the room was discomforting. I could see all the way to the opposite end of the building from where we entered, which meant any goblins hiding to keep watch could as well. Here and there on the concrete floor were piles of old wood, bricks, and cinder blocks. Wooden pallets, garbage bags, cabling, and a few tires were strewn about the rest of the area in smaller quantities.

Underneath all of that was a thin layer of water. Except for a strip along the wall with the graffiti, every foot of the room was wet. The puddles weren’t deep, and nothing in this part of the building looked flooded, but crossing this room meant walking through the water.

A few goblin prints had dried on the far end, showing that they went through the water and out of the building. We followed them, finding that they crossed a dirt access road and went into the base of the tower. 

The water made tracking easier, but I knew that worked against us as well. If a goblin found a pair of wet bootprints, it would surely follow them right to us. We lingered in that doorway instead of crossing through the open space right away. We needed to assess before making our next move, so that was an excuse to pause and let our boots dry.

This side of the tower had three large holes shaped like single-lane tunnels cut in the brick, one for every other floor. 

I scanned the holes and the windows for activity, once with just my eyes and then again with binoculars, which I was total shit at using properly. I saw more of my own eyelashes than anything else, but I eventually got a clear image. No goblins seemed to be about, but I also couldn’t see very deep into the structure.

That was the same reason snipers set up nests far back from windows. A dude with a gun in a window was easy to see, but one lying prone in the darkness beyond was not. Were goblins smart enough to do that?

We shuffled across and entered the building with the tower. The smell of stagnant water and sewage hit me immediately. Goblins were definitely close.

We passed a stairwell just inside. Every step had rusted until it fell away completely. This basement looked flooded as well, which we confirmed several more times by looking through massive holes in the floor as we crossed the space.

The next room over was the base of the tower, and goblins had a tripwire across the door. It attached to a stack of glass beer bottles. 

Peering into the space before we entered, from behind the tripwire, I spotted a large octagonal hole in the ceiling–about as wide as a car is long–but this one was intentional. Pieces of a fancy art deco railing still bordered the opening, and the steel supports had decorative swoops and designs. This was built to be impressive, it seemed. Someone was proud of this place once upon a time.

Beyond the edge of the hole deeper into the second floor, a metal tube like the smokestack of a steamboat rose up into the third floor from somewhere in the back corner.

I wasn’t close enough to see how far up that middle hole went, but it was obvious that goblins used it as a giant garbage chute. Piles of shit, bones, and gristle rotted on the bottom floor, right in front of us.

Again, I thought about how convenient a drone would be right now. We could send it right up to take a look or zip around the outside to look in through broken windows. Instead, we listened for movement.

Small feet shuffled somewhere overhead. The occasional grunt or growl echoed down to us. And then a goblin somewhere up the tower proved my garbage chute theory: a stream of dark yellow piss came down from above to water the refuse pile.

After a silent debate using only our eyes, Megan and I stepped over the tripwire and skirted the very edge of the room, trying to get a look at what was above while avoiding as much of the light as we could. The center hole went up through six floors, and I gathered that we were at the bottom of the brewing operation. On the floors above were three enormous black tanks, one for every corner except the stairwell.

I didn’t know anything about brewing beer beyond the fact that yeast and hops were involved, but I suspected the tower was designed to make feeding and managing those tanks easier. I hated the idea of going up the stairs, but that was the only way we could access the goblins, at least from this part of the building.

I knew there was one goblin for sure on the second floor and then four or five on the third. I didn’t get a good enough look at anything higher to be certain, but I assumed those were filled with goblins too.

Megan nodded that she was okay with attempting the climb, but first, she strung her own tripwire across the bottom of the stairs.

This probably wasn’t the best place for practice, but I was still struggling with my follow-through. Tailf3ther suggested I separate my eye movement from bow movement. That would be hard to do, but he believed I could hold my shot but let my eyes move onto the next target. Before, my eyes were always attached to the bow, only looking where it pointed. Changing that habit was going to be hard.

As we reached the second floor, Megan gestured that there were three goblins ahead. I couldn’t see past her to confirm myself, but she started counting down. 

On three, she moved as stealthily as she could into the second floor. One goblin was awake and appeared to be sucking whatever leftover meat it could off of a squirrel bone. The other two were asleep.

I put an arrow through the side of his head, but the other two goblins were too far away. The sound of the body crumpling to the ground woke them, and all hell broke loose. 

Echoes of goblin shouts and screams reverberated through the tower. 

Chunks of cement and brick started to rain down as the goblins above attempted to find the right angles to hit us. 

Dammit. 

The windows on this floor opened onto a flat roof with greenhouse-style skylights. The next building over wasn’t tall–we could see only the apex of the angled roof–but it was tall enough. Goblins ran out of the darkness beneath the gable and crossed the expanse.

Five of them.

One Piercing Shot put two down. I drew to repeat the feat with Dual Nocking, and my vision suddenly flashed white. When it came back an instant later, I was on the ground.

Then the pain came. The side of my head rang, and my neck felt like someone tried to break it with a swift twist.

“Dorion!”

I rolled toward the wall and stood.

A goddamn brick. That's what hit me in the head. I had looked away from the goblins on the next floor for just a moment, and they capitalized.

“I'm good! Go up!”

As I turned to snipe the three goblins jumping from the flat roof and through the windows, I heard Megan's feet stomping on metal stairs.

How she understood the assignment from so few words, I don't know, but I do know she was a badass. If the goblins beaming me in the dome with bricks were defending the stairs, they couldn't continue attacking me. 

I put down one of the three roof goblins with a headshot. The next one took an arrow to the chest. It survived, but it slipped and fell down the hole face-first and didn't get back up.

The last one skidded to a stop and turned to run. An arrow went right between its shoulder blades.

I heard Megan grunt. She had made contact with the goblins on the level up. They had just taught me a good tactic, and I was going to use it against them. While Megan fended off sharpened metal poles, I moved around the hole in the middle until I had an angle up on my enemies.

Thwack. 

That one hit a thigh, but Megan finished the job with a thrust and beheaded the second.

“Up!” she yelled.

Good call, Megan. Yeah, let's rinse and repeat.

For an instant, we were both in the stairwell. I got the angle again on the next floor. There were five of them this time.

Two of them intended to beam me in the head with stones. One managed to retreat, but the second made a clapping noise when my arrow went up through its jaw, slamming its mouth shut just before the tip burst through the top of its skull. The rock in its hand clanged loudly off a metal railing as it fell down the hole.

A blue Bolt arced by my nose, close enough that I smelled something like ozone and felt the air suddenly warm. The floor next to me erupted with splinters, like a baseball splashing in water. 

“Shaman!” Megan called. 

The echo of a firecracker came up from below. Goblins were coming up from the bottom.

That was not ideal. 

“I got low!” I shouted.

I backpedaled into the wall so I could see into the stairwell as I scanned the edge of the next floor up. Leaning out, I shot at a goblin with a brick and missed, pinging off a tank.

Seeing the flicker of movement in my peripheral vision, I turned and shot into the stairwell with Dual Nocking. I aimed for center mass to have a better chance of hitting the one following behind.

It worked.

Another Bolt sizzled down the hole, this one targeting Megan. I heard her feet on metal, so she must have retreated into the stairwell. 

Where the hell was the shaman? Fourth floor? The fifth? I couldn't tell. 

I winged another goblin poking into the stairwell and heard footsteps again, but this time from high above.

“Coming down at you!” I warned Megan.

Instead of getting pincered, Megan burst forward through her original threats, going deeper into the room and away from the stairs. Smart. Smart. Smart. 

Zap!

“Up! Up!” she yelled.

I couldn't see her, but I could hear her, and I had to trust her call. I sprinted into the stairwell and bounded up the stairs.

Shing! 

The shaman was staying busy, but it sounded like it missed Megan.

Megan had her back against the wall, fending off three goblins. I wanted to stop, but that wasn't what she wanted me to do. 

I passed her floor and kept going.

One goblin appeared at the top of the stairs with a headless ax handle. This arrow went clean through its neck without my activating Piercing. I pressed myself against the wall to let its body roll down the steps past me. It gurgled and pawed at the hole in its throat the whole way.

At the top of the stairs, I dropped to my stomach. I wasn't faster than a Bolt spell, but I was faster than the shaman throwing it. As soon as its eyes shifted in my direction, I knew what was next, so I hit the deck.

The same shaman yelped. When my head came back up, it glared down the hole in the center of the room. 

I didn't find this out until after, when I watched the video, but Megan hit the shaman in the ass with a broken brick with a well-aimed throw from below.

I rushed a shot and grazed its arm, enough to have maybe severed a tendon in its elbow. The shaman glared at me and stepped back, setting its stance for another Bolt.

But its foot found only air, and the shaman fell backward. Its body slapped the shit pile. When I looked over the edge, it still moved, but its back was broken.

I gladly put an arrow between its eyes.

The brewery was quiet again.
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                    On Sunday, Dead End Guild Master finished on Patreon after 6 books. It's bittersweet, but I've said it before and I'll say it again: Stories should end. The same will be true for the Center of Dungeon Management, and that conclusion is already mapped out.

We'll get there someday.
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[image: image]
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What happens when a serial transmigrator is forced to marry a crippled cultivator?

Qin Yun, once a scientist, reborn again and again, hopping from strange worlds to stranger still, with an extraordinary device aiding in his journey, had now landed himself in a world where men grow to become legends.

Born into a prominent clan in a city on the edge of warring nations, Qin Yun was found unable to follow the path of his ancestors, though another path remained open still, one shunned by his peers as lesser.

Still, undeterred by the hard road ahead, he trudged on regardless, when news most peculiar found its way to him: his wedding was afoot, the bride unknown, his estranged family pushing for this union.

Qin Yun's curiosity was piqued.

However, his wife was far from what he expected, disfigured when her breakthrough went wrong, crippled and discarded.

Bound by an oath upon the altar, Qin Yun vowed to help restore her beauty and strength. But would he be able to when countless forces seem to be getting in their way?

Follow Qin Yun and his wife's journey to know the answer!



- Xianxia

- Blending of Martial Arts and Cultivation

- Married MC

- One Chapter Per Day

-20+ Chapters available on Patreon.

https://www.patreon.com/ZarthosNovels















                

                On our way back from hunting, Megan checked her email.

“Chapman just approved coordinated days off,” she announced, her eyes not leaving her screen.

“Huh?”

“She said it’s fine to make sure we get the same days off.”

“Just like that?”

“I guess so. All I really did was ask. Nothing crazy happened.”

“What did you tell her?”

Megan shut off her screen and dropped her phone in her lap. “I told her we were playing with a video recording side business, and it would help us both out if we could keep that going alongside CDM duties. No complaints about hours or shifting schedules. We just want one day a week with the same day off.”

“That’s it?”

“She asked me why you didn’t come see her too.”

“What’d you say?”

“That you were scared of her and really didn’t want to let her down.”

“You did not.”

“I did.”

Groaning, I said, “Way to throw me to the wolves.”

“Are you kidding? She actually smiled. It was just a crack, and it didn’t stay long, but I swear to God that woman was genuinely amused. I played it the right way, obviously.” Megan wiggled her phone at me.

“If you say so.”

“De Saint has been a pretty great partner,” Megan said after a lull. “How is Cortez?”

“Seems like a cool guy. We’ve been getting along.”

“De Saint is shy, but she is crazy smart. It’s like she remembers everything she’s ever read. That’s so helpful to have in the field.”

“Yeah, we could have pulled worse partners.”

Megan nodded. “I think she’s coming around to leveling. If you had to recommend a build to her, what would it be?”

I laughed. Megan had mentioned that de Saint was a level 1 mage whose parents kept her class hidden to protect her childhood.

“What?” she asked.

“I don’t really know anything about her, and I’m definitely not an expert.”

“I’m asking your opinion. That’s all.”

I thought. “Has she picked a spell school?”

Megan shook her head.

“From what I’ve read, that’s what most wizards use to decide what kind of build they want. Basically, if you like a certain school of spells more than others, that’s the one to base your build on.”

“If it were you, what would you pick?” she asked.

Every kid wished they were born a mage, and I was a kid once. I read all of the build guides, spending hours designing my perfect mage profile–hours of planning and strategizing for a class I’d never have.

De Saint had so many options, though. Unlike the martial classes, a mage could customize their build a dozen different ways, and a few fundamental choices could dramatically change what a wizard would do for the rest of their career.

At level 1, all mages are given the same basic spells, but they aren't usable until the person decides whether they will learn black magic or white magic. Those starting spells include Arrow, Create Food, Create Water, Create Fire, Light, and Prestidigitation.

De Saint had already picked black. Children often made that choice without their parents knowing simply because they wanted to play with the base spells. I wouldn’t have blamed de Saint if she were one of those kids.

Now things get complicated.

At level 2, a black mage is given a choice of 5 schools of magic:


	School Elemental Magic - Bolt, Fire, Ice, Stone

	School of Ailments - Poison, Weaken, Clumsy

	School of Summoning - Summon Animal, Summon Minor Elemental

	School of Force - Slash, Push, Pull

	School of Illusion - Dark, Fog, Blur, Projection



A mage can unlock every school of magic if they want, but each school counts as a level-up selection. In other words, choosing to take another school of magic after the first meant not taking an ability that improved another aspect of your build, like increasing the power of your spells or expanding your mana pool.

Later, wizards could upgrade a chosen school in two ways: Learn more spells from that school and/or upgrade all the spells in that school to a higher tier. 

The first school expansion for the School of Elemental magic added Resist Element, Earth Barrier, Ice Barrier, and Gale. Upgrading the same school to the next tier instead, however, gave the mage Bolt 2, Ice 2, Fire 2, and Stone 2–all stronger, more dynamic versions of the base spells.

A fire magic specialist would only take the elemental school, choose unlocks that strengthened only one spell (fire, obviously), and then choose unlocks that made their specialization more powerful but required the mage to permanently forget spells. Many fire mages lost the ability to cast any elements except for fire and earth, for example.

A really hardcore fire specialist passed on learning new spells of any kind so they could use every unlock to juice the base spell instead.

“Wizard builds have way too much variation for me to suggest something for someone I don’t know,” I said. “If she picked a starting school, that would help a lot.”

“I’m trying not to push her too hard,” Megan replied. “I’ll try to get a read on her.”

“This is important to you, huh?”

“If she still decides she isn’t interested in leveling, I’ll respect that. Right now, I see an awesome person who is afraid.”

“A few levels can make a big difference,” I added.

“Exactly.”

“I don’t mind doing some reading, but talking to her directly is probably the next best step. There are too many preference options for us to play messenger.”

“Deal. Thank you, Dor.”

“For what?”

“Being willing to help.”

“Don’t worry about it. This stuff is fun for me.”

“Still,” Megan said. “You’re a good dude.”



When Monday arrived again, I had an email from Enforcer Chapman. It read:

“Good work on the EPA connection.”

And that was it. Was I recovering Chapman’s respect for me? Maybe not yet, but this felt like progress. 

Other than that one positive line from Chapman, the most exciting part of that week was dungeon crawling. 

I got lucky and drew two runs, but they were both E-ranked. One was goblins and one was vermin, earning a whopping 177 XP. Combined. Participating in boss fights helped make E gates a little bit more worthwhile, thankfully.

I checked my progress to level 7:

XP Progress: 869/3200

This was taking forever.

Cortez had only been in Pittsburgh for a few weeks, and he was outraged at how few gates he pulled. Level 10 felt close to him the day he left Nevada, but now he wasn’t sure he’d cover that ground before spring. The approaching Pittsburgh winter only pushed him deeper into grumpiness.

Megan and I knocked out a small goblin nest on our shared Friday off–thirteen grunts in an old farmhouse. Nothing remarkable, but it was content. The brewery hunt was doing surprisingly well in terms of view counts, but I credited that to Megan's editing. She cut it together like an action movie.

We got back to the city late that night, and I was settling in to catch up on LootLootLouis runs. There were three I hadn’t seen. One B-ranked and two A.

Enforcer McDouglas texted me a link.

Oh, great. Martin Kielar was part of a press conference earlier that day. He was joined by the Allegheny Delvers guild master and the team leads for the Iron Crawlers and the Furious Few.

I couldn’t tell where they were, but Kielar stood at a podium while the others stood behind him, looking serious and imposing.

“Crawlers put their lives on the line every day to keep working people safe from dungeon surges,” he began. “It’s a hard job. It’s often a thankless job. But we believe in it. And that belief has become a way of life for our families. One of our own is under attack, and we can’t sit quietly by.

“George Baker has served this city for over a decade and is the subject of a witch hunt. In the United States, we have the right to protect what’s ours. It’s fundamental to who we are as a nation. George paid for that gate. It was his. And when he went inside to do the work that feeds his family, he countered poachers. Armed thieves. Dangerous people that lie and deceive to catch you by surprise.

“George is facing jail time for simple self-defense, and even worse, he never hurt anyone. Fearing for his life, he tried to scare the thieves. That’s all he did. The CDM even admits that’s what the video shows. Nobody got hurt, but we’re treating him like a killer. This is wrong, and we cannot let it stand.

“But we need your help. You, the life and blood of this city. We need you to raise your voices and call for George’s immediate release.”

Such horse shit. The camera personas were so practiced and so polished. They wanted people to think of them as heroes, so that’s what they pretended to be.

#FreeGeorge was trending. What the hell. Why did people eat this up so easily?

That man looked me in the eye and told me he was going to kill me. He smiled when he said it. Every second of that interaction was on video. Plain as day.

Now soccer moms called for his release. 

There were supposed to be consequences for treating people like that. You couldn’t just point a sword at someone and tell them they were about to die.

But if that person was a charismatic crawler, the laws didn’t apply. I guess that was the norm for the rich and famous in general, and it pissed me off.



“He's going to go free, isn't he?” Beth asked me after a closing shift at Milly’s.

“There's a good chance, yes.”

She deflated. 

I sat up from my spot on the couch. “Come here.”

As soon as my arms opened, Beth dropped onto the couch with me, as if all the strength left her body just then.

“They fucking killed him,” she whimpered.

Not knowing what to say, I simply rubbed her back.

“I think about it all the time. About him suffering. About how scared he was.”

“I do too.”

“I don't feel like I've slept since I left home. I'm so tired, Dor.”

“You haven't taken any time off,” I said. “I know Frank’s a hardass, but even those types understand what losing someone is like.”

She shook her head without lifting it from my chest. “I can't risk it. I can't lose the apprenticeship too.”

“What about a weekend? Take off from Milly’s for a Friday to Sunday.”

“And do what? Wallow?”

“Take a quick trip. A few people at work have talked about Lake Erie. It wouldn't even cost you anything.”

Beth sat forward to blow her nose. Seeing her face streaked with tears broke my heart.

“What do you mean it won't cost anything?” she asked.

“One of the guys I work with has the hookup for hotels somehow. I don't understand how it works, but I can make it happen. Maybe take one of your friends from Milly's? It might be snowing up there already, but it will at least be a change of scenery.”

“You won't go with me?”

Sighing, I said, “I can't. But you can, and you might enjoy it.”

I expected her to call out my hypocrisy. I had just gotten done telling her how important time off was but wouldn't take my own advice.

“Okay. I'll do it.”

“Tell me what days you want. Food is included in his package by the way, so you and your friend don't have to spend any money if you don't want to.”

Beth hugged me again. “Thank you for being my brother.”



Enforcer Cortez and I had a Saturday shift of inspecting harvest sites. While I was happy to be away from the RAID screens, the weather sucked. Painfully cold rain fell with unwavering steadiness all day. 

My tablet stopped working altogether. Cortez guessed it was water damage. I hadn't dropped it or anything, but it was out with me in the wind for several hours.

Which meant issuing citations on paper and taking the carbon copy back to the office to log in the system. You know those pads with three different colored sheets of paper, white, pink, and yellow? That was a Stone Age process at this point, but it’s what I had. Not surprisingly, paper and pencil didn't do great in the rain either, but I pushed through.

When our shift ended, I still had a bunch of office work to finish since none of those hand-issued citations were in the system yet.

As I mentally prepared myself for a late night, Cortez asked me, “Could I take you up on that drink offer?”

We had been working together for a few weeks now, and this was the first time he wanted to socialize. Whether that was him opening up or wanting some company during a hard time, I couldn't turn him down now.

I could come in tomorrow and finish this in the morning.

Milly’s was busy, given it was Saturday evening, but we squeezed by a full bar and claimed a high top in the corner.

Beth came over, smiling.

“Cortez, meet my sister, Beth.”

“Dante is fine. Pleased to meet you.”

That's right. Normal people used first names. 

“Oh, you're the new partner!” Beth replied, ignoring Cortez’s offer of a handshake to hug him instead. “Dor seems to like working with you, and that's a high bar.”

Cortez laughed. “Yeah, I could have ended up with a worse partner, that’s for sure.”

“Drinks?” Beth asked.

“Got anything local on tap?”

“Iron City.”

“I'll try that then,” Cortez said. “When in Rome, as they say.”

I nodded to Beth that I would have the same. She smiled and returned to the busy bar.

Cortez turned his attention back to me. “She lives in the city then? Close to you?”

Laughing, I replied. “She's living with me right now.”

“No way, man. I got an older sister, and I love her, but it's always been no holds barred with us. She's got that latina anger, and if we're together too long, I set it off.”

“Any other brothers and sisters?”

“Had a little brother. Cancer got him at six.”

“Geez, I'm sorry to hear that.”

Cortez waved the thought away. “Lots of people have that story. It's too common if you ask me.”

Our conversation paused when another bartender dropped off our beers. If he was running drinks, then Beth was probably getting busy.

“He was braver than me,” Cortez continued, watching the bubbles in his beer. “I remember my mom taking both of us to his chemo appointments. Whole rooms full of kids like my brother. Freaked me out, but not Daniel. That kid's chin never went down.”

“Sounds like a good guy.”

“Yeah, but enough of that. You see the latest DD video?”

“DD?”

“Dungeon Divas.”

“Oh,” I said, trying to keep my composure. “Yeah, I'm caught up. The farmhouse was the most recent, right?”

“Yeah, but brother, that one before that? That tower climb was awesome. I don't know how goblin fights can feel that intense. Or how they find these nests so often.”

“It was definitely cool.”

“Do you think they're crawlers? I don't think they are.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Haven't seen any new abilities from either of them in a while. If they're wild leveling, that's going to take forever, but I've read a few posts saying they're crashers. So they're getting XP but in small doses.”

I leaned back, nodding. “That's a pretty good theory.”

“I'd like to see them do a crawl. Just to see how they handle it. I think they'd struggle.”

“Really?”

“What? You don't think so? There's so much more volume in a crawl. That's a different animal from wild monsters. Way different.”

My phone buzzed.

It wasn't a crawl. It was a text from Nathan.

“dude you still at Milly's?”

“Si.”

Did I really just use Spanish because a Mexican guy was with me? Holy shit, I was so freaking white.

“can i come?”

“Yes.”

I set my phone down. “That was my roommate. I hope that's cool.”

“Of course. No worries.”

Cortez asked me if there was anything venomous in Pittsburgh, which led to him telling stories about scorpions in Nevada. One of his coworkers stepped on one and almost had their foot amputated when the exceptionally venomous sting combined with an infection.

Cortez said that even though he knew he was in Pittsburgh, he still caught himself emptying his boots in the morning just to be sure nothing snuck in overnight.

The more I let him talk, the more I realized how many people he had been close to back home. All of his friends and family were there, and he sounded like he loved his CDM team there too.

I knew what it was like to venture to a whole new city all alone. It sucked. I hoped going out like this helped it suck a little bit less.

Nathan emerged from the crowd around the bar a few minutes later. I hadn't seen him come in, but he had obviously been here for a little bit. If he had only just come in the door, he wouldn’t have six shots in his hands, the glasses wedged between his fingers in seemingly impossible contortions.

He set them down on the table and gave me a quizzical eyebrow raise. “I thought you said there were six of us?”

Not once did we confirm an attendance number. I had a feeling I knew what was next.

“Well, I guess that means we all have to take two,” he said, as he pushed two glasses to me and then two to Cortez. “I’m Nathan, by the way.”

Cortez shook Nathan’s hand. “Dante. Thank you for the drinks.”

Grinning, Nathan raised one of his shots to Cortez and threw it back.

We followed suit, and I was the only one gasping for air as I fought to untangle the twisted expression straight vodka gave me. Nathan did a little shiver, but Cortez only released the slightest hiss, like you did when something was particularly refreshing.

And we did the second. I coughed a few times on that one.

Cortez and I both chased ours with beer. Nathan didn’t have one, so he drank some of mine. 

“So Dor and I have been talking about going in on a place together,” Nathan explained to Cortez as he pulled up his phone. “I think I found the spot.”

He sat the phone so that Cortez could see the screen as well as I did.

This was one of the reasons I loved the guy. Nathan and Cortez had just met, and Nathan came to the bar specifically to speak with me. He could have easily left Cortez sitting idly while we talked, but Nathan included him immediately, and it was so natural that I knew it was an automatic choice in his mind. 

He didn’t need to think about what the kind thing to do would be because it was exactly what he was going to do anyway.

That same quality was why we became friends in the first place. He simply made sure I was included for little things like getting lunch together or walking to the drugstore late at night for some candy bars. Those moments went a long way to helping me escape my shell.

“It will need some work,” Nathan added, as he started swiping through pictures of a red brick building. 

It looked a lot like the brewery Megan and I had just cleared. Just as old. Just as rundown. I almost asked if there was a toxic swimming pool in the basement too.

“What’s a lot of work then?” Cortez asked. “Building it from scratch?”

“This is like them giving you the wood and wheels for the pinewood derby,” Nathan countered.

Chuckling, Cortez leaned back to take a drink of beer, but his eyes never left the phone screen.

“Apparently there used to be a fine dinnerware business here back in the day,” Nathan continued. “They made and painted the plates and cups and shit.” 

He swiped through three floors of open, dusty warehouse. It wasn’t anywhere near as big as the brewery, of course. Based on the outside photo, it was about as wide as two storefronts side by side and then fairly deep.

Smaller than the brewery, sure, but still massive.

“We could rent out the first floor or something if we don’t need the space,” Nathan said, cycling back to the earliest photos on the listing. “But maybe Beth needs a woodshop, or you want an indoor archery range. Bro, could be anything. Then divide the rest into three apartments and a common area. Or we really ball and make the whole first floor a common area. Could do four apartments then. I don’t mean literal apartments like closed off, but like private “wings” so everyone has their own space, but we’re all still connected.”

He barely breathed during that explanation.

“That’s why it’s good it’s a blank slate. We don’t gotta knock anything down. Everything we need access to is exposed. Won’t be hard to put up air ducts and run wire, you know?”

“You in the trades?” Cortez asked.

“Yep. HVAC.”

“So you have friends that could help you if you run into something.”

Nathan grinned. “Yeah, dude. You totally get it. So, Dor, what do you think?”

“The concept is awesome, but that’s easy to say as someone who isn’t building it.”

“No, no, dude. You’re definitely building it.”

“I don’t know anything about construction.”

“That’s why I’ll give you the simple stuff,” Nathan countered. “You are for sure helping me with this.”

“Okay. I’ll do my best.”

“I’m going to look at it tomorrow.”

I almost spit out my drink. “What?”

“I have a Christmas bonus coming up and a few bucks squirreled away. We’ll need time to work on it before we can move in, and if we wait, someone else might buy it.”

“Uhh… But I-”

Nathan cut me off. “We can talk about the specifics later. You guys hungry? I ordered a bunch of shit, and I can’t eat it all.”

Did he know I was about to tell him I didn’t have any money to contribute? I suspected he did, and he was sparing my feelings.

What an asshole.
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                9 a.m. Sunday morning was brutal after a night of drinking with Nathan and Cortez. I rubbed my eyes, hoping that wiping the sleep away would also drive away the headache. It didn’t. Then a sudden snore had me nearly jumping out of my skin. 

Oh, yeah. I forget Cortez stayed here. He was passed out in the recliner.

Nathan always said drinking would hurt less with “practice.” I wondered how much more practice I needed.

I forced myself off the couch and into my car. Letting a bunch of citations sit on my desk, unfiled, wouldn’t be a good look, so a painful morning at work was a necessity. And that was fine. Last night was fun, and Cortez seemed to relax more as the night went on.

I mean, we were drinking, so that helped ease his mind, but he still seemed to be more comfortable and more open the longer he hung out. I hoped he enjoyed it.

Dungeon gates don’t take weekends off, so even though it was Sunday, the CDM was still relatively busy. The admin staff and the analysts, people whose jobs could comfortably be scheduled for weekdays only, weren’t there, though. I got to park right by the stairs in the garage, and it was not as thrilling as I thought it would be for all the times I glared jealously at anyone who got a good space.

I waved to the enforcers on duty in the RAID command center and slipped into my desk.

Okay. Get these entered into the system, and then you can go back to bed.

“Enforcer Gray, this is a surprise.” 

Chapman was right behind me. I hadn’t seen her when I came in, and I didn’t hear her approach.

“Good morning,” I replied.

She leaned over my shoulder. “Are those citations from yesterday?”

Fuuuuuuuuck. 

“Yes,” I admitted.

“And what, you decided going drinking was more important than your work?”

At first, I thought she must have seen me at the bar, but no, I was quite obviously hungover. “It was late when we finished, so I came in first thing today to get it done.”

“I don’t care how late it was. If your inspections ran long, that’s because you worked too slowly. You had plenty of time to have your work done on time. Instead of owning your shortcomings and staying an extra hour, you chose to party.”

I knew these kinds of arguments well. The harder I fought it, no matter how good I believed my reasons to be, the deeper into the quicksand I sank.

“Understood, ma’am,” I said. “It won’t happen again.”

She shook her head at me, disgusted. “As soon as I get hopeful about your progress, you find a way to take two steps back. If this is who you are, fine, but don’t drag Enforcer Osheski down with you. She has a promising future, and being friends with you threatens that, I fear.”

Hearing Megan’s last name was like shifting gears. At work, she was Osheski. I was still in personal mode and needed a second to understand who Chapman meant.

“I won’t hold her back,” I offered.

“If those are more empty words from you, I’ll have you removed from this project.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Chapman walked to her office. I dropped my face in my hands.

Just when I was making progress with her too. I should have listened to that brief twinge I felt last night, the one that said I should get this all turned in before I left. 

If she was part of the Unsung Heroes selection process in any form, no way was I ever getting in. 

I really hoped she wasn’t.

Really, really hoped.



Later that night, on my way to close an early evening D gate, a number I didn’t recognize called me.

“Hello?”

“Yeah, hi. This Dorion Carmino?”

“Yes, who is this?” 

But I already knew. Frank’s voice was easy to recognize. It had a distinct raspiness with a permanent twang of disappointment, as if he wished the conversation had ended already.

“Frank. From Steel Town Bows & Arrows.”

“Ah, nice to meet you. Beth’s at work right now. If it’s urgent, I can get you the number for the bar.”

“Nah, called to talk to you,” Frank said. “I don’t like getting in other people’s business, but I had to give you a ring. Beth’s not been herself lately. She’s still working hard, but the girl had a spark to her. Not seeing it now and thought I’d ask you if she’s alright.”

I really hoped Beth didn’t find out about this conversation. If she knew that Frank had noticed a change, she would feel ashamed for putting an opportunity like an apprenticeship at risk.

“Well, she was seeing this guy and-”

“Oh, so this is puppy love gone sour.”

“Not at all,” I said. “He went missing. Presumed dead.”

“What?”

“Yeah.”

“Christ. That poor woman. No hope they find him?”

“No, doesn’t seem like it.”

He exhaled into his mic. “Wish she would have told me.”

“Her apprenticeship is the most important thing in the world to her. She’s scared to death of losing it.”

“Ah. Okay. Well, I appreciate you speaking straight with me. We agree that this phone call never happened?”

Frank was a good dude, after all. “Agreed.”

“Great. You take care now.”

He hung up.

I exhaled a cloud of stress I hadn’t realized I held. Beth’s anxiety over losing her apprenticeship gave me the same concerns. Hearing Frank be empathetic was a huge relief. He didn’t sound the least bit frustrated, in fact. The way he talked, he already assumed something was wrong, well before he picked up the phone. Seeing Beth as irresponsible or unprofessional could have easily been his conclusion, which Chapman had recently proven with me, but he assumed the best of her instead of the worst. 

I couldn’t tell Beth this conversation took place, but I could be much more convincing in my reassurances. Seeing me be calmer and less worried could help her to feel the same.

Yeah, this was good news. Really good news.

Maybe the next time Frank and I talked I could find a reason to ask him about his build. That call was obviously not the time, but I’d be lying if I said that question didn’t bubble up in my mind.



On Monday we got pulled into an all-hands meeting about major policy changes going into effect, starting the next week.

One of those changes upset everyone in the office, and Megan was still incensed when I ran into her in the parking garage later. I almost asked if she had been waiting for me but decided not to poke at the angry brawler in front of me. The last time I did something like that, a barbarian broke my nose.

“We already get too few gates,” she said. “I don’t understand how they can just decide to change how that works. It’s part of our contract.”

I shrugged.

“I thought you’d be angrier than me about this.”

She wasn’t wrong. In fact, she was right on several levels. 

Our day-to-day at the CDM was changing because of the New Eden campaign, which felt like the church following me closely to stick a finger in every drink I got the moment it was in my hand.

No, this was worse. The church was stealing my drink.

As part of the U.S. government’s promise to help the prophet Rick Young found a Christian nation in South America, the CDM was making voluntary culls available to anyone who had officially committed to relocating. In other words, when the CDM went through the list of who to offer a run to, a certain portion of those slots would go to settlers, which was what we were instructed to call the doomers at all times in our personal and professional lives.

That meant fewer gates for everyone else at the CDM.

The intent made sense. This new country would need crawlers capable of closing gates if it was going to survive, and though South America had been “reclaimed” for humanity, wild monsters were still a threat. Settlers would need to defend themselves on the surface as much as they needed to close the gates that appeared.

“As long as none of the CDM people mention me being a doomer- I mean, settler. I can survive,” I said. “If a settler hears I left the church? For some reason they really drill into you, more so than they would a normal nonbeliever.”

“Will being around them suck?”

“Very much so.”

“Sorry, Dor,” Megan said sincerely.

“It’s okay,” I said. “I’m happy we got assigned to RAID rather than the new crasher tipline. I’m trying to count my blessings.”

“You don’t think they’ll get anything useful from it?”

“I think once the new penalties go through and RAID is running smoothly, there will be a lot less crashing to report.”

Those penalties were outlined in what Pittsburgh crawlers were calling “The Baker Bill.” In DC, it was known as the “Dungeon Freedom Protection Act,” which was also what motivated the policy changes about settlers.

The bill moved quickly through the legislature to redefine gate crimes as “interdimensional acts of aggression.” 

Gate crashing would be treated as exceptionally severe assaults and as extreme destruction of property. Where a gate crasher would spend a year or two in prison before for a first offense, they would now get a minimum seven-year sentence, but that sentence extended based on the value of the crash and came with a number of other consequences.

When we first heard them, Enforcer Wilson whispered, “one offense basically bricks your life,” and I thought that was the perfect way to describe it. 

In addition to fines and prison time, you were permanently considered a violent felon. Your credit score got nuked. Your wages were garnished to pay for the fines you owed. And upon release, your driver’s license was suspended for a period equivalent to your jail time.

Yeah, that bricked your life real good.

But a crasher might not ever get to that point. The bill also clarified that gates were considered the property of whoever purchased the rights and that armed trespassers could be assumed to be hostile.

In other words, CKing was about to become legal.

If the bill passed. There was a chance it wouldn’t, but if the CDM was already making changes based on the coming policies, they must have believed it was a certainty.

Megan kicked the front tire of her car. “Makes you want to go full-time sooner rather than later, huh?”

By full-time, she meant quitting the CDM to focus exclusively on Dungeon Divas.

“Yeah, it does,” I admitted. “Sorry, Beth is calling.”

Which was weird. Beth never called. She only texted.

“I should get back anyway,” Megan said, stepping toward the stairs.

“Hey uhh…” Beth began. “I know this is crazy, but how quickly can you get that vacation package deal from work?”

“How quick do you need it?”

“Frank has to go out of town for something, so the shop will be closed the rest of the week. Since we’re bartenders, it’s way easier for Leah and me to get weekdays off. She said she can drive us. Have you met Leah?”

“Probably. So, tomorrow and Wednesday, come home Thursday morning?”

“Yeah.”

For as frustrated as work had made me, I felt nothing but peaceful contentment in that moment. There was finally a lift in Beth’s voice, and Frank’s maneuver was above and beyond anything I would have expected from him. No way did he actually have somewhere to be. He was closing so Beth would actually take time off.

I teared up right there in my car. Not only was that an incredible act of kindness, but Frank did it without taking credit. Beth was pretty perceptive, so maybe she figured it out later when her mind was clearer, but doing something so nice anonymously was a special kind of classy.

The only thing he got out of it was the knowledge that he helped. No praise. No recognition. Not even a show of gratitude as simple as “thank you.”

Fuck. I’m tearing up again.
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                Enforcer Cortez and I were on our way to inspect a harvest site in the sticks.

“I’ve never seen legislation move so fast,” I mused. 

As you might have expected, the Baker Bill was a frequent topic for anyone in the CDM. Whenever someone had a new thought to share, the conversations started right back up again.

Cortez sucked soda through a straw before replying. “I’m not.”

“There’s a big list of stuff that could use government intervention, and all we do is argue about it. Why isn’t something like homelessness treated with the same urgency?”

“Is that a serious question?”

“Yes.”

“This Enforcer I trained under would say we are ‘in the business of apocalypse prevention,’” Cortez answered. “The guy pooping behind the dumpster isn’t going to end the world. Angry crawlers could, so the gears turn faster. I mean, everyone talks about crawlers killing people, but man, imagine if they went on strike.”

“I never thought about crawlers striking.”

“Now that you are, it’s scary shit, right?”

Chuckling nervously, I said, “Yeah. It’s not like the gates are all on the same schedule. No matter when the strike started, you’d be hours away from at least one dungeon surge.”

Cortez nodded. “Yep. An apocalypse, in other words. They had to squash the crasher and doomer BS before crawlers got too pissed.”

“They did move quick on helping New Eden.”

My partner stared at me for a second and then belly-laughed. “Man, you’re serious, aren’t you?”

“What?”

“The government orchestrated every step of New Eden. Rick Young magically has a vision from God right when doomers need dealt with? It’s so obvious that he’s a plant.”

“That’s elaborate.”

“It’s the most obvious thing in the world.”

I shook my head. “I’m not saying I believe Rick Young spoke to God, but he wouldn’t be the first to cash in on a religious panic. That doesn’t mean the CIA put him up to it.”

“You’ll see,” he said, frowning at his empty drink. “It’s our own government stealing our levels. We bust our asses to get gates to run, but they can’t lose any revenue by giving free gates to doomers. They can for sure take them from us, though. It’s all bullshit.”

“We agree on that part.”

This C-ranked gate was on an old baseball field near a tiny forgotten town. Boxed in by woods on three sides and old houses on the last side, you could still see the shape of the diamond in the tall grass, but the number of trucks, trailers, and excavation equipment surrounding the gate nearly hid it.

Like it was with most harvests, every available square inch was put to use. We had to park up the hill on a nearby gravel road and walk down.

“Wet cold is way different from dry cold,” Cortez grumbled as we strolled into the harvest site. “I can handle cold, but wet cold is just bullshit.”

“I have bad news for you.”

“I know, it gets worse. Every single person I meet in this town tells me that. No matter what we’re talking about, they slip in ‘if you think this is cold-’ somehow.”

I laughed.

And then I recognized a specific trailer. I knew coming in that the Mill Rats bought this gate, but I had visited several of their harvests without ever encountering a crawler. Seeing Martin Kielar on social media was more than I could handle some days. If that was bad, I didn’t want to experience running into him in person. Maybe he wasn’t here, and the trailer hadn’t been moved yet.

Cortez and I split up to begin the inspection. My phone rang.

“Got a tip for you,” Megan said. “There’s a row of barrels of something on the edge of the site, your 3 o’clock.”

“Thank you.”

“10-4.”

She hung up. If the barrels were empty, there was no citation. If they weren’t, they might not meet the standards for “properly secured.” No one was likely to spill one and disintegrate or anything like that, but secure also meant “unlikely to be stolen.” If the contents were hazardous in any way, the harvesters had a duty to keep an eye on them.

I nearly walked right into Brennan Kielar. My head was down, looking at the drone images Megan sent me, so I was halfway through apologizing before I recognized him.

His eyes were wide, and he took an extra step away from me. He was the one creating distance? I knew for a fact his level was higher than mine, but I suppose he didn’t know anything about what level I was. Still, though.

I hadn’t seen or heard from Brennan since I ambushed him, slapping a picture of Jonathan on the bar right in the middle of his date. Based on his reaction back then, I was certain he was one of the last people to see Jonathan alive.

“Crawler Kielar,” I said, dipping my head. “How are you?”

“Fine. I have to go.”

“Work going well?”

He stepped close. “Listen, please leave me alone. I can’t help you, and it’s going to be legalized anyway.”

“What’s going to be legalized?”

Brennan’s eyes narrowed. He must have thought better of answering because he pushed by me.

“I said, ‘leave me alone.’”

The worst part of that exchange was the reality of the point. Why would he betray his family by confessing to something that ended up being perfectly legal? I had hoped an intense desire for self-preservation combined with a crisis of conscience would inspire him to come forward, but the Baker Bill changed that.

If CKing was legal, I was counting on his conscience alone. For some reason, I knew without a doubt that conscience wasn’t enough, and not just for Brennan Kielar. For most anyone. Knowing something was wrong wasn’t powerful enough on its own. As much as you wanted people to do the right thing simply because it was right, they didn’t.

That wasn’t a conclusion I chose. I knew it already. Intuitively. Like it was too obvious to even consider.

Whatever. 

I found the barrels Megan flagged. They were filled with flocculents, chemicals used to treat and recycle mining wastewater. Spilling them would be bad for the environment, but they weren’t hazardous the way something like sulfuric acid was. Furthermore, these containers were on stable pallets and bungied together.

No citation.

Megan called again.

“Thanks for the tip,” I said. “Flocculents.”

“Damn. I thought I had something there.”

“No worries.”

I found a few trailers missing wheel chocks. We were on a flat baseball field, so nothing was likely to roll away, but they were still required. Meanwhile, Cortez busted a forklift operator with an expired certification, cited a few tripping hazards, and wrote up warnings for corrosion on various chains.

We went inside the gate to finish the other half of the inspection.

Crawlers called this type of dungeon “the moon.” The ceiling was high. Gray sand and rocks spread in every direction, only a few of the thousands nearing human height. Most were waist-high at best. This space was massive, but permanent fog obscured the horizon–or the distant walls of the chamber in this case.

Despite the nickname, this wasn’t moonrock. This was all cinders and black sand.

A few different types of monsters could appear in a moon dungeon. This one looked like earth elementals and lava elementals, based on the remains we saw scattered about. Any encounter was a pain on the moon because you couldn’t see very far and attacks came from all directions. There was no terrain to work with. You were always exposed.

Everywhere, miners were driving chisels into rocks, by hand for the smaller ones and with machines for the larger, pumping water around to keep dust down and to cool chisel tips. Most of these rocks would have nothing of interest inside, but a rare few would be geodes of wet onyx, smooth black crystals with black fog that flowed and moved like everything inside was liquid.

An even rarer few would have mana spheres. Whatever cataclysmic heat that cooked this terrain also melted and compressed mana crystals, shaping them into perfect balls. The largest ever found was about the size of a volleyball. Most were no bigger than a penny or a nickel, but they were incredibly valuable. Whole power plants ran on mana crystals, but spheres were far denser than any crystals found in monsters.

That density meant far more energy packed in a much smaller place, making spheres especially valuable. Mankind had yet to find a method for condensing mana crystals themselves, however. Pulling them out of a dungeon was the only way to get them.

Because of the fog, the dungeon was marked with long strips of ribbon and thousands of flags. They also designated equipment-only paths so the machinery coming in and out of the fog was less likely to run someone over. Our primary concern was confirming they didn’t skimp on that practice, and we’d keep an eye out for other dumb violations like improper PPE or overloaded excavator buckets.

“I hate knowing I’ll never get to run one of these,” Cortez mused as we walked along a ribbon path. “We’ll probably pull a handful of C gates in our lives. I know if I got a C gate, it would end up being something generic like goblins. So boring.”

I didn’t reply, but he knew I agreed. We all felt more or less the same on that topic. There were so many wild and weird dungeon gates, but the most interesting ones were C and above. I thought about the star dragon dungeon LootLootLouis ran a few months back surprisingly often. Usually when I pulled a Roach Run or an E-ranked vermin gate.

Wasn’t there a saying about looking up at the stars from the mud?

These stars were on YouTube, though. I would get closer to real stars than I would to an S-ranked dungeon like that.

An explosion threw a shockwave breeze across the dungeon, unleashing a deafening thunderclap. We couldn’t see it because of the fog, but we ran toward the noise.

When we arrived thirty seconds later, dozens of workers were already on the scene, running in every direction, yelling back and forth to one another. Around them, the impression of a crater the size of a merry-go-round smoked and sizzled.

In a moon dungeon, an explosion like that could happen for very few reasons. The most common: someone broke a mana sphere. You have probably seen videos where someone is using a glass table and the whole surface suddenly crumbles. They don’t hit it hard. The glass gets the wrong kind of pressure in exactly the right place, and poof. Your dining room was full of glass shards.

In general, mana spheres were relatively durable. They were always handled with care and packaged with an excessive amount of padding, but breaking one usually required deliberate incompetence or an enormous volume of bad luck.

“The new kid was learning the hammer,” a man with a salt-and-pepper beard said. 

He sat on the ground with a blank expression, covered in black dust except where wounds leaked red, clumpy streaks down his arms and face, cuts from flying debris.

“He was doing it perfectly all day. By the book. I taught him myself.”

Ah. A miner smashed a sphere with a machine-powered chisel by mistake. He was three years younger than I was.

That kept us on the scene for another two hours, setting Cortez and me way back for the day. We ended up finishing three hours later than usual, and then I had to stay and make sure everything was properly filed. I couldn’t have Chapman catching me falling behind again.

The day wasn’t without its bright spots, though. Beth sent me a steady stream of photos of her trip to Lake Erie. She and her friend Leah from Milly’s went to an art museum that day and were planning to take a winter hike tomorrow. 

Booking a hotel room under her name was easy enough, so she would never know I paid for it with my own money, but she seemed skeptical of my I-got-the-hook-up story when I gave her my credit card. I fed her some bullshit about how they reimbursed $100 a day for food, so it was still free. Yeah, that wasn’t a very believable lie, but it was all I could come up with. The important thing was she accepted my credit card and went with it.

It was so good to see her smile.

I worked well past my shift and into Megan’s overnight. When I was packing up, she asked, “De Saint just texted me. She got conned into a big drink order and needs hands. Want to come? Tea is on me.”

A late evening caffeine boost was a bad idea, but I was so tired that the bad idea won.

When we were outside of the CDM, standing at an intersection waiting for the light to change so we could cross, Megan took a deep inhale.

“What did Brennan mean when he said, ‘it will be legalized soon?’” she asked. “I wasn’t trying to listen in. The drone mic picked it up.”

“I don’t know.”

“Hey. It’s me.”

“No, that’s not it. I can’t talk about it.”

“Oh. Ohhh.”

Megan looked up at the Do Not Cross light. “You don’t need to react to this at all. I’m not even going to look at your face. I respect the corner you’re in. But… But I had a feeling something like that happened to Jonathan. No, I haven’t said anything to anyone, and I’d never bother Beth with it.”

I didn’t know what to say.

“You’ve done a good job keeping the secret,” Megan added. “I’m around you enough and know enough about your work to connect some dots, putting together the way you react to certain topics or moments. It took a while, up until today, really. Nathan doesn’t even know. And he won’t hear it from me, by the way.”

“Thank you,” I said.

“You’re not alone, Dor. No matter how much you or the universe tries to convince you that you are.”

The sign changed, and Megan started across the street. By the time I caught up, her demeanor had changed. Bubbling, she insisted I try a new tea offering grown only in Tanganyika and acted as if the previous conversation had never happened.

I was fortunate to have her as a friend.

“Thank you,” de Saint said, passing me one of the cardboard cupholders. “That’s the last time I make a general office offer to pick up tea. We’re still waiting for a few more.”

“More?” I asked. I already counted 11 cups.

“Yeah. Lesson learned. Hey, uhh… Osheski said you might have ideas for my build.”

“I’ve been doing some reading, but I’m not an expert.”

“I’d still like to hear them.” Behind de Saint, Megan grinned triumphantly.

I set the drinks down since we were waiting anyway. A few taps later, I added, “Okay. I sent you four options.”

“You had these prepared?”

“More like I’m a nerd and enjoy taking notes.”

The four build options I sent de Saint were:

- Debuff Summoner - Summons creatures to fight on their behalf and supports them (and the party as a whole) by also taking the School of Ailments.

- Physical Mage - Combines the elemental and force schools of magic to create a dynamic combat caster.

- Elemental Cannon - Specializes in one element at the expense of all others. 

- Enchanter - Creates spell scrolls and imbues items with spells.

In my dream mage build, expertly crafted at the age of 10 by copying a crawler I liked, I learned elemental magic and force magic, which was basically the physical mage build. To me, the cool thing about being a wizard was having several spell options. That level of versatility was hard for other classes to compete with, and casting one spell over and over for my entire life sounded boring. Taking just one school was way too limiting.

All of the spells I chose for my hypothetical build were good for combat, but I liked the utility of force magic as well. Even today, I could find all sorts of excuses to use Push or Pull if I were a mage, like moving the remote right when Nathan reached for it.

“How did you select these four?” de Saint asked.

“They’re all pretty different from one another, so I wanted to have variety for you to react to. Enchanter is the least dungeon-focused of the four.”

I didn’t directly mention her reluctance to dungeon crawl, but I still worried I came too close to revealing that I knew that much about her personal life.

As we waited for the light to change to cross the street, de Saint mused, “Enchanter could be interesting, but I don’t know how I would choose a specific version of the build.”

Megan’s triumphant smile grew even larger.

“Your biggest choice is breadth or depth,” I explained. “Do you want to be a generalist enchanter or a specialist?”

Like all things magery, that build could go in several directions, but they were all motivated by two major rules of enchanting: 


	 You could only enchant items with spells you yourself could cast. 




	 The strength of the enchantment was based on how powerful the spell would be if you cast it the normal way.



Having a variety of enchanting options meant that they would be weaker compared to someone who leaned into a narrow specialization and used their unlocks to be stronger rather than more versatile.

“I think I’d prefer variety,” de Saint stated after thinking a moment.

“When I have hands again,” I joked because of all the tea I carried, “I can send you what that generalist build could look like.”

“Thank you for talking me through it like this. Any time I tried to do it by myself, I got so overwhelmed.”

“Happy to help.”

The level 10 generalist enchanter build I ended up sending her looked like this: 


	Black Mage Path - Unlocks base spells.

	School of Elemental Magic - Learn the spells Bolt, Fire, Ice, Stone.

	School of Ailments - Learn the spells Poison, Weaken, Clumsy.

	Improved Casting - Strength of all spells is buffed, mana costs reduced for all spells.

	Meditation - An ability that brought on a state of deep focus where mana regenerates more swiftly.

	Bigger Spells - Strength of all spells goes up as do their mana costs.

	Advanced Elemental Magic - Unlocks higher tier version of elemental spells.

	Inscription - Enables the creation of spell scrolls, also an enchanting prerequisite.

	Weapon Enchanting - Apply enchantments to compatible weapons.

	Expanded Mana Pool - Permanent mana pool increase.



And the default bonus for level 10 was the same for all black mages: Improved Black Magic - Effectiveness of all spells increased while mana costs are decreased.

No enchanter build was optimized for dungeon crawling. Instead, an enchanter would get their levels and spend most of their career in a workshop. A decent mana pool was necessary for the strongest forms of casting, and without Meditation, she might only be able to enchant one item a day and then have to wait for all of her mana to recover naturally.

A combat build would include unlocks like Combat Casting, Ranged Casting, Improved Mana Regeneration, Silent Casting, and Sacrifice, a very different direction from a generalist enchanter.

Sacrifice, by the way, was an unlock where you select a spell to permanently forget in exchange for a significant boost to mana regeneration.

Once we were back in the office, and I gathered my things to officially go home, de Saint said to me, “Thank you again. I can’t explain how helpful that was.”

“No problem. I like geeking out about this stuff. Hit me up if you want to talk more.”
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Hans had a realization that changed the direction of his adventuring career: “above average” is different from “great.” At 39 with a litany of lingering injuries, he accepted that he would never progress from Gold-ranked to Diamond-ranked. He plateaued long ago, lacking whatever secret sauce that produced the legendary adventurers he grew up admiring. With his prime behind him and disillusioned by guild politics, Hans accepts a guild master posting in a remote village. Usually, guild masters had to be Diamond-ranked, but the guild was happy to accept Hans’ voluntary exile to fill an insignificant position no one else wanted.

Looking forward to a quiet life of teaching, Hans arrives in the small town of Gomi at the foot of the Dead End Mountains. As he sets his mind to rebuilding the local chapter of the Adventurers’ Guild, his unconventional teaching methods earn him allies and enemies, while his career failures find ways to resurface.

This slice of life fantasy explores a life post-adventuring and the challenge of reconciling dreams with reality. The author describes the tone as “if lofi fantasy beats were a LitRPG.”




                

                Later that night, I jumped on the chance for a crawl.

The timing of the gate was rough, after 1 a.m. when I had work in the morning, but I wasn’t passing up a D-ranked run.

The gate was behind an old movie theater. The door was plain wood in a medieval stone frame, and the rest of the cullers were grouped in front of it. I was the last to arrive, which was always awkward, but this was the fastest I could get here, so whatever.

“Carmino?” a tall, lean woman asked, looking up from a list on her phone. Her kit suggested she was a rogue, and I couldn’t immediately guess her age. She had a streak of gray in her bangs, but her face didn’t look old enough for gray.

“Yes, ma’am.”

A shorter, stockier man with a barrel chest stood next to her. I had done runs with him before. He was a fighter. He was usually the captain, but for this gate he was the guard and the woman who greeted me was the captain. Then we had another fighter, a brawler, and a ranger.

The ranger was not in CDM-issued gear. His head was shaved to blonde stubble, and he looked Beth’s age.

“Now that everyone is here,” the captain began, “we can get this done. CDM, the ranger joining us today is a level 5 settler.”

Wait, that was starting already? The legislation was still in the House the last I heard.

“This is his first cull with us, so be patient if he needs time to adapt to our tactics. Ranger, you already know to follow orders and to take this one slow. But I’m repeating it so the rest of them understand how this works.”

The settler nodded.

“Good,” the captain said. “Okay. We’ve got a squid dungeon behind door number one here. I’ll buy you all a beer if you get me through this run without getting bit by a beaker. I’m so fucking sick of getting bit by beakers.”

The group laughed, which included me, but internally I was also stomping and cursing.

Another squid run? There were so many types of D gates I hadn’t seen yet, but I kept drawing vermin, goblins, or squids. I ran a termite dungeon twice, and one of those goblin gates was a variant with hobgoblins. That second one felt more like a punishment, though, seeing as it put me and Megan in the hospital.

I hadn’t seen any version of kobolds, slimes, gnolls, undead (as opposed to an undead variant of another dungeon type), or violent vines, not to mention the other couple dozen gates that were either less common or rare.

The ranger closed his eyes and said a prayer aloud. None of the other crawlers knew what to do, so they all stood awkwardly stiff until the ranger was finished.

Stepping through the gate reminded me of another reason to hate squid runs: My memory of dragging Larry_High_Gax through the slick while one of the slimes drowned him felt as vibrant as if it were happening right then.

Now, you may recall that squid dungeons follow a predictable structure. The first long hallway full of doors is all slimes, and then you reach an iron gate that bars access to a T-shaped intersection. Opening the gate is always loud and noisy, so you hold position, clear the wave, and then pick right or left.

So far, all of that had been exactly the same.

Our captain chose right–like they always seemed to, for some reason–so we went through the gate and turned. When the guard stepped through, at the very rear of the party, the gate shut.

I had never heard of the gate shutting. Not on its own.

The captain turned and raised the visor on her helmet. “Why’d you do that?” she asked the guard in a harsh whisper.

The guard, who stared at the bars dumbfounded, said, “I didn’t.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I didn’t shut the gate,” the guard answered. 

He gripped the bars with both hands and tried to open it.

“It’s locked. Since when can it lock?”

The captain, grumbling softly under her breath, walked through the party and tried the gate for herself. Then she pushed and yanked with all her might, managing only to make a small rattling noise.

She pondered the iron for a long moment before turning. Still whispering, she said, “I’ve read about this variant. It’s really, really rare. That door is bloodlocked. Once we kill everything in the dungeon, including the boss, it will open.”

The captain hesitated for a moment before continuing.

“The rest of the dungeon won’t be what you remember, so don’t count on any of the old patterns. You’ll still see squids and beakers, but they will be the pets of snapper tamers.”

Those were usually found in C-ranked swamp dungeons. Snappers were akin to humanoid snapping turtles, bipedal monsters with shells, in other words. They had nasty bites and necks that could shoot forward with the speed and length of a whip. If you were out of range, they used that momentum to spit wads of something akin to chewed bark. At their worst, those were like getting hit by fastballs.

If the snappers were tamers, which I didn’t know was possible in the first place, that likely meant they’d stay in the backrow to pelt us while the inkers, beakers, and slimes surged ahead to attack us.

The captain paused to listen for movement. When there was none, she continued, “When we turn left up there, this tunnel will become one side of a canal, kind of like a sewer tunnel. There’s another platform on the opposite side of the canal, and we’ll have to cross over and back again a few times. Hear me: Do not, I repeat, do not get dragged into the water. Archer, prioritize anything out of reach of our frontline. Ranger, use your bow. You have the same orders as archer.”

The ranger nodded and sheathed his sword to equip his bow.

“This is not an XP run anymore,” the captain continued. “This is survival. Play it safe, and play it smart. That means- Ugh, I hate that I’m saying this. That means that you need to take out inkers before beakers. If one is gnawing on your leg but an inker is closing in, kill the inker. Losing your vision with snappers around will mess you up.”

I breathed slowly. This was like a wild hunt. I wouldn’t know the terrain until I was on it, so I needed to be vigilant and suspicious.

I was scared, but I was also excited for the adventure I was about to have. Another rare dungeon variant, and I didn’t have my camera to record. Maybe I should start packing one just in case. That wouldn’t be hard to do, after all.

The ranger knelt and prayed when the captain turned to continue.

The awkward seconds felt like hours, but we eventually continued the run.

The call to take care of inkers first was a good one, so much so that I was surprised that was the first time I heard a captain describe that strategy. With how often inkers caused problems for a frontline, that seemed like the way we should always do it, variant or no.

The canal path was just like the captain described. We started on the left side but had to cross over small bridges, narrow enough to feel like balance beams, every so often to continue driving deeper into the dungeon.

Snappers were assholes. Their spit attack was brutal–I took one to the chest and thought I might never catch my breath again–but the cooldown was at least 20 seconds by my count. You could hear them gathering the chewed bark like they were hocking loogies and gagging at the same time. Their gags sounded like roosters that had balloons stuck in their throats.

If we listened for the windup, the guard could call when spit was coming, giving everyone time to get their shields up or duck, in my case. 

Headshotting snappers was a pain. They were fast, and their heads endlessly bobbed and weaved like angry cobras. If no one was in the way, I started aiming for their knees and thighs first. With a stance set, their lower halves were far less mobile, so while they weren’t kill shots, they slowed the snappers down big time. When I missed, the arrows either clattered into the distant dungeon or dinged off of hard shells. 

On one occasion, my arrow went through a snapper shell, and that was the first time I had seen Sharpen activate and ignore armor. Ever. If it happened before, it was in the middle of chaos, and I didn’t notice.

Snappers were dangerous, but the canal format of this variant made the slimes more deadly, in my opinion. I’m aware that I might have been more sensitive to slimes after seeing what happened to Larry, but these slimes had an objective advantage.

We couldn’t see slimes if they were in the water, so they caught us by surprise multiple times, slipping up and out of the canals when our attention was elsewhere. That was a lesson learned the hard way.

Both of my legs felt loose and distant, a sort of disconnected numbness from slimes trying to shimmy up my calves and thighs. That slowed me down a little bit, but if I was focused on fighting, I’d forget about my legs for the moment and get around just fine. 

It was when I couldn’t match the feel of my leg stepping to the command my brain was giving it. That lack of tactile feedback was jarring.

The boss was a giant inker ridden by a snapper tamer. The fight played out pretty similarly to a normal inker boss encounter, but the tamer summoned larger waves of beakers and slimes while spitting at us constantly. Other than me being told to focus the snapper, the strategy for the fight was largely the same as any other inker encounter. Don’t get sprayed. Don’t get bashed by a giant tentacle.

After that, we fought through the reverse of the canal we entered with and found the iron gate to the exit ajar.

“Oh, thank God,” the captain exclaimed.

“Yes, Lord, thank you,” the settler said.

No one visibly rolled their eyes, and I attribute that to the fact that the ranger pulled his weight and followed orders. That run could have been a lot worse if he was an asshole.

Snappers were decent experience, thankfully. I came out of that run with another 651 XP. 

As for how close I was to level 7, I checked that when I got into my car:

XP Progress: 1520/3200

Thousands, if not millions, of people were out there lamenting the fact that they’d never get beyond level 1. I was one of the lucky ones who got to level.

I tried remembering that to calm my impatience, but hunting wild monsters made that more difficult. I had dozens of monster kills under my belt that were next to worthless, so I couldn’t help but feel like I had put in the work to be at level 7 even if the system disagreed.

In keeping with my usual post-run ritual, I gave myself a few minutes of scrolling headlines to let my adrenaline fully subside.

Trolls had been discovered living under Puebla, a Mexican city in the southeast of the country. According to the news article I had up, disappearances had been an ongoing problem for the last two decades, but bodies were never found, nor were any leads. A construction crew stumbled into an underground tunnel system during a dig and were soon set upon by the monsters.

The existence of the Puebla tunnels was considered an urban legend until this point, but locals insisted that their ancestors used the tunnels to escape the religious persecution of the Spanish Inquisition and that the tunnels played a major role in the battle of Cinco de Mayo, the famous victory over the French Army that inspired the popular holiday. Old muskets and bayonets had already been found to confirm that at least that much of the stories was true.

The tunnels themselves were tall enough that someone could ride through them on horseback, but they had filled with mud over the years. The trolls used the masonry as a guide for digging their own tunnels but left a good deal of that mud behind, obscuring the true scope of the architecture.

I forwarded the story to Megan. She geeked out pretty hard over the goblins in the Paris Catacombs, and this felt similar. I wondered how many people the trolls had eaten over the years, and I wondered if they could grow in strength the way goblins did.

A knock on my window snapped me out of my phone trance.

“I’m sorry, friend,” the ranger said, bending over to speak with me. “I’ve got a really bad flat. Could I trouble you for a ride to an autobody shop? I don’t mind sitting outside until they open, and I’ll figure out a ride back, so you aren’t on the hook for the whole journey. Promise.”

All of the other crawlers had gone, leaving just me and the settler. If I didn’t help him, he was truly on his own.

“Sure,” I answered. “Do you need help with the tire?”

“No, sir. I already have it off.”

“Oh, great. Yeah, put it in the trunk, and we can get going.”

A few minutes later, the ranger was in my passenger seat, and we were on our way to the closest mechanic.

“My real name is Isaiah, by the way,” the ranger offered. “Calling you ‘archer’ when we’re not in a dungeon seems weird.”

“Dorion.”

“How much do you all hate people like me showing up for crawls?” he asked.

“I don’t know that I’d describe it as hate for any settler specifically. A lot of people join up with the CDM for the levels, and there are already not enough gates for everyone.”

“So me showing up makes it worse.”

I nodded. “I would do the same thing if I were in your shoes, though. This is your chance to level, so you’re taking it. For what it’s worth, I don’t hate you.”

“‘No discipline seems pleasant at the time,’” he quoted. “‘However, it produces a harvest of righteousness and peace for those who have been strengthened by it.’ All of this will be worth it when my family claims their place in New Eden.”

That was Hebrews 12:11. I didn’t hate Isaiah, sure, but I sure as fuck hated myself for remembering that.

“What did you think of the fighting between Christians and crawlers?” Isaiah probed.

“I don’t know that we should get into that.”

“Why? Is it because you used to be a Christian?”

I looked at Isaiah. Damn. There I went putting my emotions on full display again. Play it cool, Dor, at least once in your life.

“Why do you think I was a Christian?” I asked in reply.

“The Lord told me. He must have wanted us to have this time together.”

“We shouldn’t get into that topic because I’m CDM and am supposed to be impartial. They strongly encourage us not to weigh in about stuff like that.”

“Then be just a person right now,” Isaiah said. “No one is listening but me, you, and the Lord.”

I’ve often felt that one of my lifelong curses was having the intelligence to know when a choice was bad or risky but lacking the self-discipline to not do the bad thing anyway. This was the same feeling I had when Cortez invited me out for drinks and I put off filing manual citations until the next day.

I knew I should have stayed but still didn’t.

I knew I should have kept my mouth shut with Isaiah but still didn’t.

“Both sides want dungeon gates for themselves and don’t care about anyone beyond their own people.”

“Even though the Bible encourages us to share our harvests with the less fortunate and to look out for our fellow man?”

“Which part of that justifies tossing a firebomb into a guildhouse?”

“God’s people have had to defend themselves since the days of the Israelites,” Isaiah replied. “Sometimes we must go to great lengths to ensure that our cause can continue.”

“We can stop there.”

“Humor one more question, please. Why did you stop believing in God?”

“Man, it’s 5 a.m., and I’m tired. I don’t want to have this conversation.”

“Please,” Isaiah insisted.

“No.”

“Just a few words.”

“I said-” I paused to take a breath. “If God existed, I would have to hate him. I’m angry enough as it is and don’t need more hate in my life.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You’ve heard the Parable of the Good Samaritan,” I answered. “The point of the story is that we shouldn’t walk by someone suffering just because they are different from us or because we don’t know them.”

“Yes. Do you disagree?”

“Nope. I agree with it completely. If you can help, then you should help.”

“If we agree on that, what’s the issue?”

“How many times has God chosen not to help?”

“It is impossible for us to understand God’s plan.”

“I don’t need to know the plan,” I said. “Have you read what Nazis did to people during the war? I mean really dug into it. The raw evil. The enormity of the suffering. All that shit? God could have stopped it. At any point, he could have stepped in to be the Good Samaritan who helps the people no one else will help. He didn’t. Then he let whole continents of people get eaten by monsters right after. Didn’t help there either.”

“The Lord has cleared the path, but it’s up to us to choose if we take it. Evil deeds are the result of people, of Satan. Not God.”

Seeing the auto body shop up the street was a relief. I wanted out of this conversation so badly.

“Like I said, if he’s real and that’s actually how he works, I would have to hate him. Now, please, get out of my car.”

“I am sad for you, Brother Dorion,” Isaiah said as he opened the door. “I hope you return to the light before it’s too late.”

“1.5 million.”

“I’m sorry?”

“1.5 million. That’s how many kids died in the Holocaust. You might be okay with that, but I’m not.”

I drove away with rage boiling in my veins.

            


CDM 2, Chapter 14: Walkthrough


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from marshalcarper
                        

                    

                    So I promised that when Dead End Guild Master concluded, I would return to posting CDM chapters daily.

Happy Sunday.



                

                “Enforcer Gray, to what do I owe the pleasure?” Enforcer Grensmith sat behind his desk with dozens of columns of folders and binders stacked on the floor around him.

“I had questions about the new culling policy, and Enforcer Chapman said I should ask you.”

“I can try. What’s on your mind?”

“How long will this settler leveling program last?”

Grensmith wobbled his head, thinking. “Six months is the plan, but I wouldn’t be surprised if it went for a year or more.”

“How often will settlers be invited to culls?”

“One out of every five crawlers.”

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. What complete and utter bullshit. I left. I got out. When would it stop following me?

“Is something the matter?” Grensmith asked.

“No, sir. That was all I needed.”

Before I could turn away, he changed the subject. “How are you liking being on the RAID project?”

“The tech is interesting,” I answered. “Troubleshooting the weird little problems we’re finding along the way is kind of fun.”

“What’s your sense of the crawler and harvester reaction to the drones?”

“They absolutely despise it.”

Grensmith chuckled. “That’s what I’m seeing too. Anyone who does site inspections, really.”

“Do you think RAID will become the norm after the pilot?”

He nodded. “The citation revenue will be hard for the brass to walk away from. If the hardware keeps getting cheaper like folks say, we’ll probably see more of it instead of less.”

“That makes sense. Well, that’s all I needed. Thank you for your time.”

“Don’t be a stranger, Enforcer Gray. Appreciate you stopping by.”

My phone buzzed on my way back to the RAID room. Beth sent me a selfie of her and Leah posing with unreasonably large waffles.

“Thank you, Dor. <3”

I needed that. Knowing Beth’s life was a little bit better because of my efforts was fulfilling, but I felt the distance between us widening instead of closing. She was the only one who could really understand why Isaiah’s arguing would upset me so much, but I couldn’t talk to her. Life was hard enough for her already, and piling my problems on top of hers wouldn’t help.

“Glad you’re having fun! Love the pics.”



Nathan bent over to fiddle with the lockbox hanging on the door. “Why are these things always the biggest pieces of shit?” he grumbled. “There. Finally.”

He removed the key and unlocked the door, holding it open to let me enter first.

When he followed, he flicked a light switch. The sun was still out, but only barely. Between the overcast sky and the shorter winter days, early evening got dark quickly.

“This whole floor is zoned commercial,” Nathan explained. “The last business in here was a thrift shop, but that was ten years or so ago, according to the realtor. She says rezoning is usually a pain. This spot is part of some revitalization zone, though, so there’s less red tape if we do want to use this as a big common area. We’d need to figure out what to do with the big-ass windows in terms of privacy, but I have ideas.”

“It looks even bigger in person.”

“When a place is gutted like this, you end up with a lot less space when you’re done than you’d think. We’ll still have plenty, don’t get me wrong, but it fills up quick when you start hanging drywall.”

“Do we have to go back outside to go upstairs?” We saw an upstairs apartment access when we came in, presumably for tenants once upon time.

“Nope,” he answered. "There are stairs in the back too. I’ll show you.”

The sound of our feet scuffing off of the dirty floor reminded me of creeping through ruins with Megan. 

“This backroom they built is pretty janky,” Nathan explained. “None of this is load-bearing, so we can tear it out.”

I followed Nathan up a narrow set of stairs to the second floor.

“Divvying up daylight will be tricky,” he said, gesturing at the windows at the far side of the room, facing the street. “It’s easier to cut the space up to have a front and a back, but then only the front dudes get decent windows. The back ones give you a view of jack shit.”

“I’ll take the back then.”

Nathan moved to the center of the room. “The brewery you and Megs visited gave me an idea. I want to cut up through the ceiling to make an indoor balcony-type thing. We need the feng shui or whatever of opening up the space a bit more. If this is meant to be a proper guildhouse, then it should be easier to see or hear what’s going on elsewhere. Otherwise, we’re all just locked in our own apartments, you know?”

“Yeah.”

“If we decide to keep the bottom floor for ourselves, I’d run that all the way down. Now, if we’re cool with the loft vibe, we can leave most everything exposed and save ourselves a few bucks on drop ceilings. I dig the exposed brick look, but you feel how drafty this bitch is?”

“I do.”

“That’s no good. I want to get some legit insulation in here, make it cozy as hell.”

“And the bones are good?” I asked. “There’s no major problems?”

“The roof is shit, so that needs fixed. All the other stuff that you’d worry about, like plumbing and electrical, is up to us to put in, so if it sucks, it’s our fault.”

Nathan took me to the third floor next. It looked identical to the second, but he seemed to enjoy giving the tour, so I followed along. 

Nathan turned to me with his hands on his hips. “We should buy this, right?” 

“I know you’re excited, and I agree it could become something cool, but I don’t have the money, man.”

“Don’t worry about that.”

“How do I not worry about that?”

“I’ve been saving up, and I’ve got some money my mom left me. You can pitch in on the mortgage payment each month, and we’d be square.”

“Thank you, but I can’t accept that. I’d pay you rent, but I don’t deserve to own any part of this. With what you’re describing, I don’t know that I could afford the rent even.”

“We’ve been over this, dude,” Nathan said, “like hundreds of times now. Friendship isn’t a balance sheet where everyone has to contribute the exact same amount in the exact same way.”

If such a balance sheet existed, Nathan’s contributions would far outpace my own. I didn’t want to think about how much he covered and paid for over the years, but in reality, I thought about it all the time. I was a charity case who took more than he ever gave, and that made me feel like a bad person.

I forced a smile. “You’re right,” I admitted. “I didn’t mean to bring the moment down. This place is really, really cool. Your plan for it sounds awesome too.”

Nathan smiled back. “The realtor says we should expect closing to take sixty to ninety days, then I’ve got to do a bunch of hoop-jumping for permits and all that jazz. I’m stoked that we’re doing this, man.”

“I’m pumped too.”

“We might have to fight Megan about the color palette,” he added, turning to take in the room again. “Well, you will have to fight her on it. I already know I’d crumble, so help me, Dorion, you’re my only hope.”

“If you put the whole costume on and ask, I’ll do it.”

“You’re banking on me not having it anymore,” Nathan replied. “If you think for a second I threw those giant hair buns away, you’re out of your mind.”

“You actually have them still?”

“Megan makes me wear them at least once a week.”

I shook my head and turned toward the stairs. “I don’t need to hear this.”

He appeared over my shoulder to whisper in my ear. “Aren’t you a little short for a stormtrooper?”

“I’m not listening.”

“Into the garbage chute, flyboy!"

My walk down the stairs approached the speed of a jog. Nathan pursued.

“You came in that thing? You’re braver than I thought!”

I stopped dead and turned. He was five steps up, grinning like an asshole and wiggling an eyebrow.

Sighing, I asked, “If I admit defeat, will you explain how I escape something like this in the future? Like, teach me to counter whatever this was.”

"I don't know where you get your delusions, laser brain."



“You wanted to see me?” I stood in the doorway of Enforcer Chapman’s office at the start of another CDM shift.

“Come in. You can leave it open.” She gestured at the empty chair in front of her desk.

I sat.

“You took a cull with a settler the other night.”

Any will I had to fight what was coming drained out of me, taking my strength as well as my entire capacity to care. This was bullshit. I tried my best, and I screwed it up, but if that was my best, what was there to be upset about? I could have only done worse. I wasn’t capable of succeeding in this system.

“He informed his CDM contact that one of our people gave him a ride when his tire was flat,” Chapman continued. “He was grateful and wanted us to know that, so good work. Keeping the peace until this is behind us is the best path to take. Thank you for supporting that.”

I waited for her to continue. She didn’t. “Is that everything?”

“Yes. Everyone thinks I’m unfair, but I have no problem praising something that’s deserving.”

“Uhh… Right. Yes. Thank you, ma’am.”

“That was all I needed, Enforcer Gray. You’re dismissed.”

On my way back to the RAID room, I reconstructed my confidence and my will to continue this job. Isaiah’s pressure still pissed me off, but he could have torpedoed me with that call. Given my standing with Chapman, an irate settler could do a lot of damage if they wanted to, whether or not their complaints were fair.

If I was supposed to be grateful he put in a good word with my boss, I wasn’t. I couldn’t be.

“Good morning, champ,” Cortez said. “Ready to babysit some robots?”

“Always.”

“Overnight team claims they counted twenty-three cats. There’s no way that’s true, right?”

I shrugged. “Can’t say I know a lot about the stray cat population in Pittsburgh.”

“I bet they found a mom with some kittens. That would juice the count pretty good.”

“Could be.”

Once my start-of-shift checklist was complete, I scrubbed back through recent reports of RAID monster sightings. These were automatically forwarded to the EPA now, and the occasional goblin appearance didn’t seem out of the ordinary for them. Of the five we had so far, three were near known SOCs. That didn’t sound all that remarkable to me either.

My phone buzzed, and I dared to check it.

Domonkos sent me a blurry picture of a white snake. I was partway through typing a reply that was a gentler version of “...Okay?” when I stopped to look at the photo again.

My sense of proportion was all wrong. Two figures in the corner looked up at the snake. Was it actually in the air? I couldn’t make sense of it.

Another photo came through.

“Oh shit,” I said aloud.

Cortez turned away from the drone monitors. “Everything good?”

I hid my screen. “Yeah, sorry. It’s nothing.”

But it was something. A very big something.

The second image from Domonkos was better than the first. It was still grainy, and I suspect that was because his phone was older, but I could distinctly see a helicopter rising into the air with a white, snakelike creature dangling from straps below. The snake that looked a couple of feet long a moment ago was closer to 40 or 50 now that my sense of scale had adjusted.

And it wasn’t a snake. It had four legs. They were small, making the body look like the Chinese interpretation of a dragon instead of a snake. I hope that comparison isn’t too obscure, but if you haven’t looked at Chinese art pre-gates, I highly recommend it.

That was a ghost salamander. It had to be.

Where the frost salamanders from the frost giant crisis resembled iguanas, ghost salamanders looked far more like the kind of salamander we found under rocks as kids. Long and slithery, like super-fast earthworms that sprouted dinky little legs.

I forwarded the photos to Megan and added my guess at what monster it was.

“I know the name but not much else. Guessing they’re tough?”

“Uncommon C-ranked boss, sometimes appears in A or S as pets, kinda like the frost giants and their pets.”

“Geez. Way to bury the lede.”

“What?”

“I just looked them up, Dor. Are you freaking serious that one of those was in the caves? In the caves WITH US.”

“You know as much as I do.”

“wtf wtf wtf wtf”

            


CDM 2, Chapter 15: Fiscal Year


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from marshalcarper
                        

                    

                    I don't think the human brain is capable of processing the passage of time beyond the age of 30. After that, your sense of time and dates gets really freaking loopy. 20 years ago was yesterday. Last month was a lifetime ago.

None of it makes sense.



                

                The apartment door opened, and I heard the distinct sound of work boots hitting the hallway floor.

Beth hopped off the couch to hug Nathan.

“Welcome home,” he said. “When’d you get back?”

“This morning.”

“Have a good time?”

She smiled. “It’s apparently more touristy in the summer, but I thought it was nice. Did you know ice can make dunes? The freezing lake water hitting the beach makes the weirdest shapes.” Unlocking her phone, she showed Nathan photos.

“Damn. That is wild.” Intentionally raising the volume of his voice, Nathan added, “I bet they would look really cool from a drone.”

“Did the channel get drone money all of a sudden?” Beth asked.

I shook my head. “No, but we have to figure it out soon. The close calls are adding up, and that makes me nervous.”

“Did something happen?”

Nathan yelled from his room, “You didn’t tell her?!”

“Hadn’t come up yet,” I answered.

“Tell me what,” Beth demanded.

“Those caves your boy and Megan cleared?” Nathan began as he reentered the room. “There was a ghost salamander kicking around in there. A full-grown fucking ghost salamander.”

“Is that bad?”

I laughed.

Nathan pushed out an exasperated breath as Beth followed him to the kitchen. I stayed on the couch. 

“Dude, where do I start?” he mused. “Okay, you know how elemental salamanders use frost and fire breath like dragons do? A ghost salamander’s breath is a giant Wraith Touch. It jacks up your serotonin on contact, and a full hit is something absurd like quadrupling it instantly.”

“I know that’s bad, but what does that do exactly?”

“I’m definitely going to send you some videos. They explain it better, but basically you lose the ability to feel emotions. You hallucinate to the point of feeling Ego Death, and then to really stick it to you, all that spirals your body into hypothermia and gives you the runs. That’s on top of them being like 40 ft long.”

“Ego Death is basically your brain disconnecting from your body, like you forget what you are as an entity,” I interjected, knowing Beth would ask that next. “And ‘the runs’ is a crude way to describe diarrhea."

Beth’s huff was clear, even from the kitchen. “I know what the runs are, Dor.”

“Just making sure.”

“So yeah, dude,” Nathan said, “a ghost salamander is crazy scary. They don’t even have eyes. Don’t need them. They can smell your life force or some shit.”

“Why didn’t it bother Megan and Dorion?” Beth asked.

“Dumb luck,” Nathan scoffed.

Nathan flopped into a chair with a beer in his hand while Beth reclaimed her spot on the couch. She was still enraptured by the ghost salamander topic. Her mouth had yet to stay closed.

Raising my hand, I said, “I read about that actually.”

“Yes, Dorion, please share with the class,” Nathan replied in his best professor voice.

“This biologist in Austria says a ghost salamander’s digestive anatomy is like an olm’s, which is this blind white salamander native to Earth, but ours doesn’t grow past 10 inches. They can go 10 years without eating and live to 100. They believe ghost salamanders can do the same.”

Nathan screwed up his face and pulled out his own phone and started typing a search. “That sounds like a really long time to not eat. Oh, shit. Yeah, that’s true. Bro, that’s crazy to just not eat for 10 years. Did they figure out how the breath works?”

“I didn’t see anything about that,” I answered. “It is confirmed that they can eat undead, though. They don’t understand how that works either, but they can live on only undead and be just as fine as if they were eating the living versions.”

Beth shivered. “I don’t know why, but eating undead is the creepiest out of everything I’ve heard so far. Where in the cave did they find it?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. Domonkos only saw the EPA bust up some rocks to get it out of the cave. He was never inside, and they were pretty peeved about him taking photos, so they wouldn’t really tell him anything when he asked. If the ghost salamander does have the same metabolism as olms, it could have been hibernating. Maybe it pops out to snack on bats once a year or something and then goes back to chilling.”

“How long was it down there?” Beth asked.

“Another great question that I can’t answer,” I replied.

Nathan half-slammed his phone down. “This settles it. You guys need a better way to scout shit. I have half a mind to call firetruck on this until you do.”

“Bro, we haven’t used firetruck in years.”

“We enjoyed a period of peace, yes, but peace always comes to an end.”

Beth looked back and forth between us. “Should I even ask?”

“Why yes, I can explain,” Nathan said, sitting up straighter with a big grin. “It’s a safe word.”

“Like permadeath?”

“Yes, but for actions instead of conversations. Say one of us has had a few and starts to insist on driving. Calling firetruck means, ‘Bro, if you fucking do this, our friendship is in jeopardy. That’s how strongly I believe that what you’re about to do is a big goddamn mistake. End of your life big.’ When you found out Dorion was hunting and called him on it, that was a firetruck moment. Now that you know the word, you won’t have to explain as much the next time.”

She nodded and seemed to stiffen before turning slowly to me. “You would have called firetruck on gate crashing, huh?”

“Definitely.”

“I knew that already, I think. That’s why I didn’t tell you.”

Nathan leaned forward. “Geez, Betty. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have brought that up.”

“It’s okay. Sometimes I get a few hours where I forget that he’s gone. Then it all comes rushing back.”

“Sadness or guilt?” Nathan asked.

“Both.”

Shaking his head, he said, “Nope. That’s a firetruck moment right there too. You have every right to be sad, and don’t let anyone tell you how long that should last. They don’t get it, and I’ll always have your back about that. Guilt? Nah, dude. Off the table. You’re not responsible for him going missing. No matter how hard you try to twist it, just no.”

“What happens if someone violates firetruck?”

Nathan shrugged.

“You can’t tell me?”

“We’ve never broken it,” I said. “So we’ve not had a reason to figure out the answer to that.”

“I see.” Beth thought. “Why did you choose ‘firetruck’ to be the word?”

Chuckling, Nathan answered, “It used to be siren noises, but that had too many limitations. Tonally, it was all wrong too. Going ‘woo woo woo’ when your buddy is about to call that ex again doesn’t match the moment, you know?”

“Dorion shut that down, huh?”

I nearly jumped out of my seat. “Absolutely not. I was completely pro-siren noises. Nathan vetoed it.”

“We’re all reasonable adults,” he insisted, and though I laughed at that, he continued. “The breaking point was this one really bad night. This chick broke my heart, and man, she pulverized it, like really dropped the People’s Elbow but didn’t pull shit. Your genius brother convinces me to go out that weekend to just get out of the dorm room. What do we see? My ex dancing up on some gym bro.”

Beth grimaced.

“When we get back to the dorm, I’m a mess, dude. Dorion sees I’m about to call her, and that mofo busts out a siren noise. I ignored his ass, so he just got louder and louder. Like, picture that guy’s face nose-to-nose with you making siren noises at the top of his lungs, and it’s what you think is the lowest moment of your life.”

“I stand by my siren,” I said. “I have no regrets.”



“Can I do a video about the ghost salamander for the channel? Domonkos is cool with us using the photos. I asked.”

Megan sent that at 1 a.m., but I didn’t read it until after 3. She was working an overnight RAID shift, and I had just wrapped a decent D goblin gate. I know. Another goblin gate. I don’t want to talk about it, so please stop bringing it up. I got 577 XP and didn’t have to crawl with a settler.

“If he’s good with it, then I am.”

“Okay. I’m taking it live now.”

“Aren’t you working?”

“I recorded it earlier. I just have to publish it. I wasn’t sure if it was a good idea, so I waited to ask you until I was. I swear I was always going to ask you.”

“I wasn’t worried about that.”

"Okay, good.”

Enforcer McDouglas had also left me a text while I was in the dungeon. It simply asked for me to call him regardless of the hour and followed it with another text that apologized for being ominous because this wasn’t.

“Good crawl?” he asked when he picked up the phone. He sounded plenty awake for how early it was.

“Generic goblin run.”

“Boring is good sometimes. Thought you should know that Larry wanted to talk to you.”

“Larry as in the gate crasher?” I asked.

“That’s the one. We can’t do that, obviously, and he understood why. Anyway, he wanted me to tell you ‘thank you.’ He knows you saved his life and is very grateful. It’s important to him that you know that.”

“Even though I got him arrested?”

“Every once in a while you run into someone reasonable,” McDouglas replied. “Arrested is better than dead, and that’s what he could have been if another crasher was there instead of you. This is a win you pack away for a rainy day. Bring it out when you feel like shit and want to quit.”

“I appreciate you telling me.”

“Tell me about this EPA project of yours.”

“Uhh…”

“This isn’t a Chapman test,” he said. “I promise.”

“It seemed like we should do something with monster sightings. I don’t know if it will make a difference, but the first one was pretty far away from any nest the EPA was aware of.”

“And you asked them for GIS access?”

“I get the feeling I’m telling a story you’ve heard before.”

McDouglas chuckled. “Yeah, fair. What else would you do if you could?”

Oh Jesus. For once, could one of these tests be scheduled ahead of time?

“What’s the objective?” I asked.

“Let’s leave it open-ended and say the objective is the most productive use of RAID. Put aside CDM dogma. Assume that’s irrelevant right now, and use your own definition of productive.”

“If the priority is protecting people from monsters, the drones cover a lot of ground getting to and from gates. That seems like an opportunity to do some kind of passive monitoring. The crawler detection does a visual scan to ID them, but the presentations bragged a lot about how it uses a ton of biometric markers, like their gait and their voice. Do that but for goblins on the way in and out.”

There was a pause. “How much do you know about training that detection? I’m assuming you’d need a runway to get through all the false positives.”

“Actually-”

“Oh, you could use temperature. That’s smart. Pilot it on goblins and then train other types of monsters if it moves forward.”

“Yeah.”

“Is the wild monster problem big enough to justify that?”

“When I started with Sean, he said goblins were considered eradicated in this area. That’s not looking like the case. A few big cities have missed nests right under their feet even.”

“Huh. Interesting. Alright. You have a good evening, Enforcer Gray.”

And he hung up.

I looked up and realized I had been parked outside of my apartment for a while now. 

Was that a test? Did I pass? If this ended up being my imagination running amok, I was going to be so pissed.

Megan texted me a news story on my way up the stairs. The headline read, “EPA covering up wild ghost salamander in the Allegheny Mountains?”

She sent another: “Wild ghost salamander found. How many haven’t we seen?”

And another: “Ghost salamander nests infesting Pennsylvania.”

“I think people are watching our video.”

“I don’t know what gives you that idea.”
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                    Thank you for being here, friend.

 

There's an old school time travel that people don't talk about enough called Primer. Clonemancy isn't time travel, but the handling of the multiple clones reminded me of that movie because Clonemancy is also trying to push some interesting boundaries with complex narratives, and I'm here for it:




	
Clonemancy: Ascension Through a Thousand Clones
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 Alistair is on a crusade against an enemy no one man could ever destroy. So he will become many. 


The Company of Chains took Alistair’s freedom, his family, and his future. They expected Ascension to break him the rest of the way. Instead, it granted him a class that should not exist.

Alistair can create other bodies. More terrifying still, those bodies can claim classes of their own. While others spend a lifetime mastering a single path, he can walk many.

To survive, he must hide what he is, grow stronger, and split himself again and again. And to destroy the empire of slavers that made him, strength alone will not be enough.

He will need numbers.
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                Megan waited for me in the parking garage when I pulled into work. She motioned for me to get in her passenger seat.

“What’s wrong?” I asked. 

Her eyes were puffy, and her hands shook. I expected this meeting to be a celebration of another successful video. Two minutes of Megan talking about Domonkos’ crappy photos had already spread exceptionally far.

“Nathan and I fought this morning. The ghost has him really freaked out. That’s what people have started calling the salamander.”

“He mentioned to me he was worried, but he didn’t go further than that. Definitely didn’t sound as serious as this looks.”

“He said that got him thinking about it more. We’ve had so many close calls already that he wants us to stop hunting until we have a safer way. I wasn’t supposed to tell you any of this. He wanted to do it himself.”

I leaned back and slumped against the window. “Did he say stop for good or stop until we have a better way?”

“That’s the worst part about this. He wasn’t a dick. He said he believes in me and supports me, but he can’t not say something. He doesn’t know what he’d do if I went hunting anyway, but he wants me to really hear him before I decide.”

No doubt he would tell me the same thing.

“Is he going to break up with me over this?” Megan asked.

“He’s not the ultimatum type.”

She sighed. “I know.”

“If he asked me to stop, I would stop,” I said.

“What?”

“I’d stop,” I repeated. “We need to figure out how to make runs safer. The cave drones seem like they have the most potential. Maybe I could take out a loan or sign up for another credit card.”

“It’s that simple for you?”

“Yeah. That’s what we want a friend to do, right? Save us from the hits we don’t see coming?”

Megan rested her head on her steering wheel and bounced it a couple of times. 

I added, “This is probably the wrong time for this, but good job on the video. You’ve got the right head for this YouTube stuff.”

“Thanks. Sorry for dragging you into this. That was probably the last thing you wanted to happen.”

“It’s fine. I’ll take care of the drone today.”

“Dor, no. That’s so much money.”

“I’ll figure it out,” I said. “Seriously. I want you to let me do this. It’s important to me.”

Megan nodded. “Okay.”

“Come on. Let’s go face the day.”

“Yeah,” she grumbled and got out of the car to walk with me to the elevator.



When we stepped into the RAID room, Enforcers Cortez, Black, de Saint, and Wilson wore dumbstruck faces.

Megan rubbed her eyes. “What is it?”

“The president just signed the Baker Bill,” Cortez said.

“No shit. Really?”

De Saint nodded. “Doubt we’ll see many gate crashers after this.”

She didn’t say anything, but Megan put a hand on my shoulder and told me she was sorry. She was disappointed about this too.

“Calling it now,” Cortez gruffed. “The guilds are going to drop the suit against the CDM.”

“You love your conspiracies,” Black said. His big body heaved a sigh as he stood. “Wilson, you ready to play hall monitor?”

“Yeah. You should bring your gloves. They’re calling for snow.”

“I’ll be fine.”

Wilson dipped her chin to eye Black.

“Okay, okay.” Black raised his arms in defeat and went to his cubicle to get his gloves.

As soon as everyone else was out of the RAID room, Cortez practically tackled me.

“Did you see the new vid?! They stealth dropped it at like 4 a.m.”

“The ghost salamander?”

“That thing was nuts!” Cortez said. “Do you think it’s real or some Photoshop bullshit?”

“I hadn’t thought about it. I guess it could be fake.”

“The EPA will have to comment on it eventually. With how the news is picking it up, they won’t have a choice.”

“What do you think?” I asked.

Cortez crossed his arms and thought. “30 percent chance it’s real. 70 percent chance it’s a viral stunt.”

“70 percent? You’re that skeptical?”

“I think that’s pretty generous. People always use that found-footage look for hoaxes.”

I laughed. “Okay. Fair.”

“If it’s real, I’d be pretty freaked out if I were them. If the girls are level 8 or 9 like everyone thinks and came that close to a ghost salamander? That’s some near-death experience shit.”

“Language, Enforcer Cortez.” Chapman had walked right into the middle of that conversation.

“Yes, ma’am,” Cortez said, dropping his head.

“It’s real, by the way,” Chapman added. “I just got off the phone with the Director of Invasive Species Intervention at the EPA. He confirmed it.”

She resumed walking to the conference room.

Without turning around, she said, “There’s a press release going out any minute now. It’s not a secret.”

I couldn’t resist texting that to Megan. The EPA confirming the ghost salamander was real should earn the Dungeon Divas a nice surge in views. 

Maybe that would make the drone expense less of a risk. The credit cards that would accept me at this point were a few steps away from being mafia lieutenants, and the interest rates might as well be aggravated assault. If we kept up this momentum, I should be able to pay it off before the interest became a problem.

I know. Famous last words.

“Do you think she watches the Divas?” Cortez asked in a hushed whisper.

Christ. I hope not. “I know nothing about Enforcer Chapman’s personal life.”

“Really? So it’s not just me?”

“I’m not the best person to ask. Any chance I’ve had to get on her good side, I squandered. And we should probably stop talking about this now.”

Cortez nodded.

A few seconds after I went back to focusing on my work, he held up his phone for me to see.

“She was right,” Cortez said. “EPA confirmed it was a ghost salamander. Holy sh- crap. That’s really bad news. Country-wide bad news, really.”

“How so?”

“Have you seen the Mojave?”

“Just pictures.”

“Pennsylvania is completely different in a lot of ways, but to me, the reason a ghost salamander can go unnoticed is that there are too many places for monsters to hide. If that’s a problem here, brother, how bad is it everywhere that’s even more remote?”

Cortez seemed to be searching for something on his phone.

“Pennsylvania has 13 million residents,” Cortez continued. “Nevada has 3.2. You do any left coast travel in your life?”





“Nope.”

Chuckling, he added, “Ain’t nobody living in Wyoming. 600,000 there. North Dakota has 800,000. See what I’m saying?”

“For sure. If a pre-satellite ghost salamander stayed hidden that long, we’re definitely missing others.”

“Cortez, Gray,” Chapman said from the conference room doorway. “Neither of you is in a position to slack off on your work. Don’t make me say this again.”

The door slammed.

“Sorry, brother,” Cortez whispered. “That’s on me.”

I just shrugged and sighed. Getting back into her good graces seemed all but impossible at this point.



“Are you working?” Beth asked when she saw me on the couch with my laptop.

“YouTube stuff,” I replied. “How about you? Shift tonight?”

“Yep. I have an hour and a half to get a nap in.”

“Don’t let me keep you, but things are good with Frank?”

“Everything seemed normal today. He wouldn’t tell me about his trip, but he wasn’t mean about it. This might be random, but what do you know about voidwood?”

I spun in my seat. “You’re working with voidwood?!”

Laughing, Beth said, “No, I’m not. Someone called asking if we sold voidwood bows, but when I asked Frank about it, he said to only think about Earth materials right now and sent me back to work. So I looked them up…”

“Frank sells voidwood bows, though?”

Beth shook her head. “No, he said he worked on one a long time ago but never since. I get that the arrows teleport, but I don’t understand how that works based on the explanations I’ve read.”

“I’ve only ever seen videos,” I admitted, “so don’t think that I’m the expert. The arrow looks like it teleports, but it actually still travels. Instead of flying through our reality, it moves through a parallel void plane and ‘reappears’ when it hits something alive. If there is a brick wall between me and a monster, the arrow will ignore the wall but not the monster. I still have to aim it and everything, but since the wall isn’t alive, the arrow isn’t affected.”

“What if that wall was a tree instead?”

“The arrow would reenter our plane when it hits the tree. Objects held or worn by something alive also count as living, so the arrow won’t poof through a shield if a monster raises one to block.”

“But it makes cover a non-issue,” Beth suggested.

“Yep. A goblin can duck behind a rock and not be safe. Voidwood is overkill for a goblin, but you know what I mean.”

“That makes more sense now. Okay, I’m going to try and get some sleep if I can.”

“Beth.”

“Yes?”

“If Frank gets a voidwood bow in stock, I would give my left nut to get to use it. Even just once.”

“God, Dor. That’s so gross.”

When Beth shut her bedroom door, well, my bedroom door. I had been on the couch for so long at this point that it didn’t feel like my room anymore, but that was fine. I grew accustomed to couch surfing after leaving the church, so this routine felt strangely natural to me.

But I was stalling.

Nathan was right about the close calls. I should have died in Daisytown on my very first hunt. The high school trolls should have killed me too. The Chestnut Ridge goblins also should have been the end of me. I walked right into the path of two goblin archers, relying on the simple hope that my poison plan worked. Being wrong there would also have meant getting dead. And if they didn’t get me, the goblin champion and other hundred goblins could have.

Then there was the ghost salamander, of course. We were running around its home, totally oblivious to the potential danger sleeping in the shadows.

Losing Nathan as a friend was not an option, nor was giving up on wild hunts. The Dungeon Divas channel was making money, and its existence made Beth’s apprenticeship possible. Furthermore, it helped me gain the wild experience Enforcer McDouglas said I needed for the Unsung Heroes.

If I wasn’t willing to throw away a friendship or put my little sister’s future in danger, my only option was to do whatever it took to make hunting viable. Any risk that didn’t jeopardize what mattered was worth taking. That was the only way to protect what I wanted to protect.

With a deep breath, I clicked “Confirm Order” on a high-performance, cave-ready drone with thermal imaging and infrared vision. I also got next-day shipping, because at this point, fuck it. All of this money was imaginary anyways. 

Just like that, I added two years of rent payments to my credit card debt, not counting interest. I felt sick.

As I leaned back to calm myself, I heard movement in the hallway outside of the apartment, followed by the soft hiss of something sliding under my door. 

I found a manila envelope on the floor. I poked my head outside, but whoever left it was gone.

Inside the envelope were several small ripped pieces of paper. I didn’t understand what I was looking at at first. As soon as I did, I put a hand on the wall to steady myself.

This was the photo of Jonathan I gave to Brennan Kielar. No other contents or writing were included with the scraps, but I understood the message. 

The Mill Rats were gloating.

And they knew where I lived.

            


CDM 2, Chapter 17: Retirement Planning
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                    As always, thank you for your support.

 

I poke fun at druids a lot in my work and that's because I secretly love the versatility and creative potential of the class, which is made even better for how dorky druids often come across. Immortal Druid is a bit wacky in the combination of genre elements, but it's a fun look at how a druid would fare in a unique setting:
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Immortal Druid





There are fates worse than death. Like being isekai’d.

The silver lining? I woke up in the body of my max-level Druid from Legacy World Online. It was an expansion and a new meta. The problem? I’d clearly landed in the wrong genre. Flying swords, qi beams, arrogant young masters… Yeah, I figured I could just ignore all that and mind my own business. Vibing in the woods, pursuing the Dao of Camping? It didn’t sound half bad.

But my new isekai wasn’t what it appeared to be. There was nothing cozy or easy about this world. And sometimes, our greatest enemy is ourselves.

Because there are fates worse than death…

…and I might already be living one.















                

                I kept the Mill Rats delivery to myself. No one but me could know I pulled that photo stunt with Brennan Kielar, and I wasn’t about to go running to Enforcer McDouglas for help. I started this snowball rolling down the hill. All I could do now was see how much damage it did.

Or I could kill Martin Kielar.

That was a funny thought, and it was proof that I had watched too many action flicks. Even if I were physically capable of besting Kielar, I wasn’t emotionally capable of killing another human being. I also didn’t want to become the kind of person who was.

Early the next day, I texted Nathan.

“You home tonight?”

“ya probably like 6. why?”

“I need 15 minutes. Nothing serious.”

“man you know that’s going to drive me crazy all day”

“Remember that the next time you do the same to me.”

“ice cold dude”

When I got home from work, I was displeased to see a box in front of my door. I was still an hour away from the start of the delivery window, and I requested that a signature be required. Seeing that much money just sitting unattended in the hallway gave me chest pains.

I got the box inside and sifted through my mail.

Bill.

Bill.

Bill.

Preapproved credit card.

Preapproved loan.

AARP invitation. I got, like, one of those a week and had no clue how my address ended up on their list.

And a letter from my parents addressed to me and Beth:

Dorion, Bethany,

Your father and I are leaving for New Eden in three months. The Lord has called, and we answered. For all the darkness that has entered your hearts, I believe you can still understand why that’s important to us.

Given that you don’t visit us now, we know you won’t visit us in another country entirely. 

We would like to see our children one more time before we go. We love you, and we miss you, and we will continue to miss you.

Please have one more dinner with us. We hope that isn’t too much to ask.

-Mom & Dad

Denying this request felt like it would be cruel, even if half of my brain raged about how nothing good could come of it–because nothing ever did. They were right that I wasn’t flying to South America to visit them. The unpleasantness of a nation-sized version of our church community aside, that was an expensive plane ticket I couldn’t afford. At the same time, I knew my parents wouldn’t be the ones to fly to us.

In addition to the costs, they were getting older. The trip down would be their first time flying, and I expected it to be hard on them. A return trip for a brief visit just wouldn’t happen.

Ugh. This was almost certainly a trap, but Beth had the right to weigh in on this too.

“Whorion!” Nathan yelled as he bounced through the apartment door. “Are you home?”

“In the kitchen.”

Nathan came around the corner, covered in dust and sawdust from a day of building Pittsburgh’s new airport. “Did you see it’s snowing? Shit man, it’s already cold as balls all day. We don’t need snow too.”

“If you tell me where to submit the complaint, I will.”

“What did you need to talk to me about?”

“Don’t you want to change first?”

“Nope. Out with it.”

I laughed. “You’re really struggling with not knowing.”

“Not at all. I’m doing this to ease your stress. I’m cool, bro.”

Instead of arguing, I slid the unopened box toward him. “This is for you.”

He raised an eyebrow as he pulled a box cutter from his pocket. He sliced through the tape and fished another box from inside the shipping box. Slack-jawed, he stared at the glossy box emblazoned with pictures of the fancy drone inside.

“How did you get this?” he asked.

“You were right. We were taking dumb risks, and we need to do more to keep ourselves out of trouble. This is our best solution, and we need to keep an eye out for other ways to make hunts safer too.”

“I thought you were avoiding me.”

“Not intentionally. Thank you for calling me on my shit. I’m grateful. So, what do you think? Does this make you more comfortable with hunts?”

Nathan nodded. “Are you cool with me coming along? I won’t be offended. This is your thing, and I get-”

“If you don’t fly the fucking robot, you’re dead to me.”

“Ha! Okay, okay. Where’d you get the money for this, though?”

“I found a good deal,” I answered.

“If you think I believe-”

Nathan stopped himself when my phone buzzed. He knew the drill at this point.

“A C gate needs cullers by 9 p.m., and I’ve been instructed to inform you that declining this cull will not affect future gate selections. Given the danger, this gate is entirely optional. Are you available?”

I swallowed. “C-ranked?” I asked. “A C gate went unpurchased long enough to need a cull?”

“I’m sorry. I don’t have any other information.”

“Right. Of course. Yes, I’ll take it.”

“Thank you for your service. I am texting you the address now.”

When I hung up the phone, Nathan’s eyes were wide. “I know you’ve been in C gates a bunch of times for inspections, but this is your first C crawl, right?”

“Yeah.”

“You look freaked out.”

“I’ll be fine. The frontliners are the ones in the real danger. Stuffing a low-level scrub like me in the back isn’t a big deal.”

Nathan looked at his screen. “Speaking of frontliners…”

“Nuh uh.”

“Yep. They called Megan too. Probably the same gate, right?”

“Probably.”

Sighing, Nathan scratched his head. “So much for a carefree evening. Alright, bro, go out there and just do your thing. You’ve been in some hairy shit before. You got this.”

“Thanks. I’ll let you know when we’re out.”



The closest landmark to the gate was an abandoned town called New Bethlehem, which was northeast of Pittsburgh. I say closest because the gate wasn’t really close to anything, not even a passable road. The gate was two miles from our rendezvous point, and the terrain wasn’t suitable for ATVs. We were going to have to hike out to the gate in the dark with three inches of snow on the ground.

I knew Megan was on her way. I briefly talked to her about driving together, but she was already across town and would have had to double back. I was surprised, however, to see Enforcer Grensmith and Enforcer McDouglas on-site when I arrived.

Seeing Grensmith in anything but nice jeans and spotless sneakers was jarring. He wore a gray brigandine, and I guessed that the bow and sword on the hood of the SUV behind Grensmith belonged to him as well. He was a rogue, it turned out.

The one run I did with McDouglas, he was basically in street clothes. For this crawl, he wore a cloth gambeson and matching, heavy-duty pants. It looked like he would bring a sword and shield along for this crawl.

“Enforcer Gray!” he said when I got out of my car. “Nice of you to join us.”

“I feel a little bit better about doing a C if you guys are here.”

McDouglas smiled. “Yeah. Appreciate you stepping up.”

“No one wanted this gate?”

“Some kind of glitch marked it as claimed when it really wasn’t. IT doesn’t have a real explanation yet. Didn’t have time to call settlers to join us either.”

Megan and Enforcer Cortez pulled in, followed soon after by Enforcer Black. 

Cortez was a level 9 fighter, which I knew from being partnered with him. I didn’t know, however, that he chose a more exotic weapon for his specialty. I was about to ask what it was, but Grensmith beat me to it.

“The hell is that?” Grensmith asked.

The body of the weapon was wooden and resembled a baseball bat if everything beyond the grip was flattened like a paddle. Square metal teeth lined the perimeter of that flat section, each twice the size of a razor blade and skewed slightly to exaggerate the sharpness of the corners. Bands of metal ran down the body of the wood, for reinforcement, I guessed.

To my eye, the material looked like ironwood, so I wasn’t sure how much of that reinforcement was functional and how much was decorative.

Grinning, Cortez answered, “This is a macuahuitl. We always called it a chainsaw sword when we were kids.”

“May I?” Grensmith asked.

Cortez passed it over. 

After a few movements, Grensmith added, “Kind of feels like an ax and a mace had a baby.”

“That’s a pretty good description,” Cortez replied. “It’s a bit of a family tradition. That one originally belonged to my bisabuelo, actually. Sorry, that means my great-grandfather."

Taking his turn to hold the weapon, McDouglas said, “White people can learn Spanish too, you know.”

“Yeah, but the gringos who haven’t get pissy about it sometimes.”

McDouglas belly-laughed. “You got me there. I feel like I’ve seen something like this in a museum.”

“Probably. The traditional version uses onyx for teeth. Sharp as hell but don’t last long.”

Cortez accepted his weapon back. 

Enforcer Black was a level 5 defender. Capitalizing on his bulk, he carried a typical-looking spear and a shield almost as tall as I was. Outfitted head to toe in platemail, even his breathing creaked and chinked. Usually, a defender joining a crawl was a comfort, but this was a C gate. Level 5 was way too low for him to play the tank role usually expected of defenders.

As if reading my mind, McDouglas cleared his throat and began to speak. “This is going to be a weird one because of our levels. We won’t know what we’re in for until we get there, but I don’t want all of you stressing the whole hike to the gate, so I’m telling you now: Unless the gate is something ultra weird, we’re running a spear tip formation.

“I’ll be the point, then Black and Cortez will be over either of my shoulders. Osheski, you’re in the middle and a row behind them, followed by Grensmith and Gray. The idea is that I’ll be in the shit first to do damage and throw them off. Two people behind me are kind of playing cleanup. Black, Cortez, and Osheski: We’re going to rotate the three of you. Give you all a chance for a breather, and I’m pretty sure Osheski would spit in the coffee pot if we kept her tucked in the back.”

McDouglas looked around for questions. No one had any. Satisfied, he reached into his passenger seat and started tossing small bags to each of us.

“Handwarmers,” he explained. “Crack them to activate. Nobody is going into the gate with cold, numb fingers. That will only put us off to a bad start. There’s also one healing potion for each of you. Emergencies only, and I expect it back at the end of the run, so no sticky fingers. Alright, let’s move out.”

I don’t know who did it, but someone had already marked a trail for us. Even with pink ribbons and pink flags guiding our way, a winter forest in the dark of night was not an easy hike. I was grateful that all I had to do was follow. Leading and navigating in this would suck so much.

An hour later, we arrived at the gate. At first glance, it struck me as what you might see at the entrance of a cemetery. Wrought iron bars sat within an arch of the same material. Little decorative touches like twists in the metal or dense geometric shapes broke up the relatively simple gate.

“Smart money says this is an undead dungeon,” McDouglas said, his breath turning to white fog in the chill air. 

Grensmith nodded that he agreed.

“Keep your cool. Remember that zombification doesn’t always take from a single bite, and if it does, we have twenty-four hours to get it taken care of, and you can't transmit even if you turn. I say this because I don’t want anyone to freak out if something gets its chompers on them. I’m going to take a quick peek inside. If you have questions, when I come back will be your last chance.”

The gate clanged closed behind McDouglas as he disappeared into the black of the portal.

“He knows what he’s doing,” Grensmith said. “You’re right to be concerned about your levels, but this isn’t a suicide mission. If you take it seriously and follow calls, this won’t be a big deal.”

Black did his best to hide his shaking, but his armor betrayed him. That made me grateful to be in leather. I was just as nervous but could at least hide it somewhat. 

Grensmith put a hand on Black’s shoulder. “Remember, he’s the tip of the spear. Let him lead, and you’ll do great.”

Not wanting to make Black more uncomfortable than he already was, I kept myself from watching the whole exchange. I did hear the sound of Black nodding, however. 

McDouglas returned. “Alright, we’ve got our work cut out for us.”

“What is it?” Grensmith asked.

“Party bells.”

Grensmith sighed. I didn’t recall hearing that term for a dungeon before, but I also didn’t know if that nickname was what most crawlers used or if that was unique to McDouglas and Grensmith.

“Every six minutes, a big bell will ring. That means an undead swarm will hit us in the next 30 seconds, and that bell will keep going off until we kill the undead bastard ringing it. We’re going to be moving fast on this to get the bell out of the picture as soon as we can. Gren, any advice you want to offer?”

“Think of it like a Roach Run,” he answered. “If you feel overwhelmed, stay in position and keep attacking. If any of the undead are runners, that compulsion to turn tail will be strong. That’s natural. Resist it for the first couple swarms, and you’ll be fine after.”

McDouglas nodded. “That’s good advice. Alright, on me, everyone. And uhh… There’s probably going to be a bunch right at the gate. That’s my bad.”
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Accidental Archmagus (OP MC + Isekai went wrong)





Orphaned at six and terminal at nineteen, Levi's life on Earth was already ending when a strange voice offered him a different one. He's promised adventure, great powers, and a noble mission. What he gets instead is being stuck in the Void—a place where time has no meaning, and magic has no limits.

Decades later, now a mage beyond comprehension, Levi breaks his dimensional prison all the way into Ellinaria, only to find out that his new home is long since saved. Both from the Cataclysm, and, apparently, from himself. 



Now Levi has simple goals: find his imposter (if they exist), clear his name (stealthily), and resist the urge to solve every minor problem with overwhelming magical violence.

The first two actually sound achievable.



It's the Levi Cult's plans for a new Calamity that might complicate things. Then again, who's better to deal with cultists than the man they worship? 





p.s. This is a rewrite and improvement upon Level 0 Archmagus I previously published. 

















                

                By the time I was through, the six zombies at the gate were pushed clear of the entrance and falling quickly. McDouglas beheaded two and removed the leg of a third. Black finished it off and stepped forward to thrust into a fourth. With a swift shield bash, McDouglas redirected one zombie to Cortez and then went after the last.

None of the zombies had been humans. They were each a different kind of monster–three bugbears, a troll, a goblin, and a gnoll. Like McDouglas said, they were fast, but they were what most people online called “dusters.”

A fresh zombie retained the strength its body had in life. With the added effects of being undead, like not feeling pain, something like a zombie hobgoblin could be more difficult to defeat than a regular hobgoblin.

But corpses aged. Dusters were either very old zombies or the corpses the zombies were made from were old from the start. In either case, they had a papery, mummified kind of appearance. A human duster was a weak zombie. A monster duster, like the mummified troll we just re-killed, was still strong but was more vulnerable to physical attacks. Size could still be an issue, but dusters were far better news than straight zombies.

Assuming the duster trend continued.

“You didn’t mention this was a variant,” Grensmith said, looking at the pieces of zombie strewn about. I had seen the party bell gate a few times on stream I realized, but those crawlers only described the mechanics as waves. I had seen runs with dusters as well, but never in waves. Still, I felt mentally prepared for the crawl ahead.

“If they weren’t dusters, I wouldn’t have made it a surprise,” McDouglas replied. Speaking louder to be certain the whole party heard, he said, “We’re going to wait here for the bell, that way we have more time to find decent shelter, so hold this formation.

“When the last zombie is down, we’re running. Don’t get left behind.”

While we waited for the bell to toll, I took in the dungeon around us. 

We stood in a field of waist-high grass and within a section stamped-down from our brief battle. Boulders were scattered like marbles all around. The smallest I saw was one story tall, with most of the stones being two to three. The gaps between them varied, but none were particularly narrow. Were it not for the fog, we would have had a good view of the rest of the dungeon. As it was now, I couldn’t see much farther than I could shoot.

There was no ceiling above us. Instead, the sky was black with streams of red so dark as to be nearly indistinguishable, but when you looked closely, you could see the endless flowing and swirling.

I loved dungeons like this. Every gate was another dimension, sure, but you could really feel that was the case when the sky was laid bare like this. It was like visiting a different planet.

Something like a church bell donged in the distance.

“Be sharp, and be smart,” McDouglas said as he squeezed his wristwatch to start a timer.

In the distance, stomping grass cut through the perfect stillness that blanketed the rest of the dungeon. 

“On me!” McDouglas moved forward and between two boulders. The gap could fit maybe five people shoulder to shoulder, making a simple but effective funnel for the approaching undead.

Seven bugbear dusters joined by ten goblin dusters charged forward mindlessly at a full run.

“Goblins,” Grensmith said to me, so that’s what I started to pick off. 

Where I whipped through my shots, Grensmith drew his bow slowly and held it for 3 seconds. Based on that, I suspected he ran a power-style rogue build, which had a lot in common with a power archer build, namely bonuses for taking your time and holding a stationary position for a prolonged period.

And that weirded me out, big time. While the frontline met the initial crash of dusters, my mind whirled.

Rogues were proficient in archery and swordsmanship. Those proficiencies weren’t as advanced as what specialists like archers or fighters received, but they were still pretty good. If your class had a natural dual efficiency, your build usually accounted for that versatility. Purely ranged and purely melee rogues existed, and here’s how I knew Grensmith wasn’t an archery specialist:

Rogues didn’t get access to as many ranged power buffs as an archer, but you could more or less imitate the dex build if you wanted. Therefore, it would be strangely shortsighted for even a ranged-focused rogue to go power. The upgrade path was too short.

But here’s the thing: The same power buffs that boosted his ranged attacks were the groundwork for a Backstab build. That build could deliver crazy damage, but it had limited dungeon utility. Very limited.

What could Grensmith need with a Backstab build?

“Move!” McDouglas called. All the dusters were down, and we took off in the direction the bell had come from. 

He stopped us thirty seconds before the next bell in a spot that had multiple funnel options, giving us good odds for a clean battle no matter what angle the dusters approached from.

We repeated that process three more times before the tower came into view. McDouglas was always the tip of the spear, but Black, Cortez, and Megan rotated positions each time. That cycle gave me a good look at Megan’s new Knockback ability in several different situations. The way it instantly created space for her would definitely be useful on our wild hunts. More goblins would be easier to manage with that unlock in the mix.

Built from wood and mud, our destination struck me as more of a watchtower than it did a bell tower. An undead troll stood at the top with a rope around his arm, waiting to ring it again. Behind the tower was a wall of the same mud construction with a wooden gate.

“20 seconds,” McDouglas said to Grensmith.

Grensmith drew his bow and released after 10 seconds. I hadn’t noticed it before in the middle of battle, but his arrow didn’t make a noise, not even when it punched a hole through the troll’s head. Archers could do that by taking Silent Arrow. Rogues and assassins could take Silent Strike, which applied to any weapon-based attack, ranged or otherwise.

Silent Strike was largely considered useless for dungeon crawling. What was going on here?

“Good shot,” McDouglas said. “Alright, everyone, we can take a breather and get some water. We’re safe if we go in the tower to do it.”

As we settled in, Megan elbowed me. “Having fun?”

“I am, actually. You?”

“Are you kidding? We’re running a C gate!”

“Yeah, it’s pretty-”

I stopped talking when I heard Black say, “Enforcer Grensmith.”

“Yes, Enforcer Black?” Grensmith had just come back from checking out the view from the top of the tower and wiped his dirty hands on his pants.

“What the hell kind of build are you running?”

Grensmith and McDouglas both laughed.

“Once upon a time, the CDM was competing against the EPA for funding,” Grensmith explained, “so a program spun up to train teams for wild monster culls. A bunch of us got picked, and we leveled into builds designed specifically for those things. They wanted a backstabber for upper-ranked bosses, and that ended up being me.”

“What happened?” Black asked.

“The EPA got the funding, so the CDM cut the program.”

“How do you feel about your build?”

Grensmith shrugged. “The way I see it, the CDM bought me those levels, basically, and I agreed to do what they asked. I’m not super-optimized, but I prefer this to not getting those levels at all.”

Cortez crossed his legs and leaned forward. “So the plan was to have you sneak up on wild bosses and hit a Backstab?”

“That’s correct.”

“What was that like?”

“Never got the chance to do it.”

“I mean, that sounds crazy scary,” Cortez said. “I’m not walking up to a frost giant to Backstab his ankle. Nuh-uh. No way.”

Grensmith laughed. “I don’t know that I would have been useful there, but in theory, yes, I was supposed to do exactly that.”

Black whistled and shook his head. He looked up at McDouglas next and started to open his mouth.

McDouglas beat him to it. Grinning, he said, “Mind your business, Enforcer Black.”

Everyone in the room laughed.

“Alright everyone, boss is on the other side of that wall,” McDouglas said. Addressing Grensmith, he added, “Tell us what we’re in for.”

“One duster necromancer, a human. It’s probably more intelligent than other dusters. It’s in the middle of a military camp, but all the tents are burned down. I have the wild suspicion the boss won’t be alone for long.”

“Wouldn’t be a very good necromancer if it didn’t call up some friends. See any good chokepoints?”

“There are a few options.”

“Excellent.” McDouglas turned his attention to the rest of the group. “Alright. The process is going to be similar to what we’ve been doing. We get a decent position and hold it when a swarm rushes us. We’ll keep the boss occupied so Grensmith can sneak in for the kill.”

“What?” Grensmith tilted his head. “No, we can’t do that.”

“Why not?”

“Protocol for carrying lower levels is pretty clear. We stay with them at all times.”

“This is your chance, and you might not get a better party set up for a long time. Our frontline hasn’t had any issues, and Gray’s been on his game as far as thinning the herd goes.”

Grensmith narrowed his eyes. McDouglas never dropped his smile.

“If that’s going to work, then the party should cut to the left as soon as they go through the gate,” Grensmith said.

We did exactly as Grensmith requested. We pushed through the front gates and then took the party left, hugging the wall. I had pictured small, one-person tents, but they were actually quite large. Moving among them felt like moving through a burned-down town.

Duster ogres joined the swarms for this fight, a monster I had never seen alive. Until then, my experience was limited to ogre corpses when I was on inspections. I’m pretty sure we all puckered something serious when one of those climbed over the mud walls, but McDouglas handled them just fine.

For as much as I learned about Grensmith’s build by watching him fight, I hadn’t figured out a thing for McDouglas beyond the fact that he was good with a sword. If he triggered an ability, I never caught it. He didn’t move with super speed, and I never saw him exercise any sort of exceptional strength. 

He fought like every step had already been choreographed in advance, and he was just hitting his marks for a dull rehearsal. Even with the duster ogres, McDouglas kept the same plodding pace. He used it to dodge punches and clubs, sidestepping this and ducking that. And then the ogre lost its legs, followed by losing its undeath.

We were on our third swarm and had yet to lay eyes on the necromancer.

The handful of dusters we hadn’t killed yet collapsed abruptly. 

McDouglas sheathed his sword. “Looks like we’re done here.”

A moment later, Grensmith came around the corner. “That was fun.”



As the others started to pull away, Megan came over to my car while I stood over my trunk, wiping down my bow.

“I leveled up,” she said, softly.

“Level 8 huh? I finally turned the corner on level 7.”

Megan danced in place. “Congrats! I know you were getting frustrated there.”

“You weren’t?”

“Yeah, I was frustrated too. What did you get?”

I read her my options for new unlocks:

Steady Hands

Class: Archer

Type: Trait

Cooldown: None

Duration: Perpetual

When in motion, your control over your bow and your shot is equal to that of a stationary shot.

Swift Hands

Class: Archer

Type: Trait

Cooldown: None

Duration: Perpetual

Prerequisites: Improved Reload

The speed of any action involving a bow–equipping, reloading, drawing, aiming, loosing–is improved by 10%.

Tainted Arrow

Class: Archer

Type: Ability

Cooldown: 45 seconds

Duration: 30 seconds

Prerequisites: Bleeding Arrow

While Tainted Arrow is active, any creature that has taken damage from Tainted Arrow is more susceptible to Bleed effects. Bleed effects that you inflicted do not expire, and Bleed effects inflicted by other sources have a 10% chance to experience the same benefit. Tainted Arrow also reduces the cooldown of Bleeding Arrow by 5 seconds.

“Steady Hands and Swift Hands are usually offered separately, with Swift Hands coming first,” I added.

“Ah, and you need both?”

“Yeah. I wish the system didn’t offer you abilities with prereqs you don’t have, though. Tainted Arrow sounds badass."

“I guess the system likes to torment us,” Megan said.

“What ability is next for your build?” I asked.

“I’ve been waiting for this one for a while.”

Her new unlock:

Battle Sight

Class: Brawler

Type: Trait

Cooldown: None

Duration: Perpetual

Prerequisites: Combat Sense

Your perception of a battle’s speed slows slightly, scaling based on your level.

“Sometimes I regret asking what abilities people have,” I admitted. “They all sound so cool.”

“I feel the same way, but… Can I ask you something? I know it’s late, and it’s cold, so if you want to get going, I understand.”

I raised a curious eyebrow. “What’s up?”

“My roommate is moving out at the end of the month. Would you be upset if I asked Beth if she wants the room?”

“I don’t get it. Why would that upset me?”

“Because I’m asking your little sister to commit to a lease and move out of your place.”

I shook my head. “She’s her own person. You don't need my permission.”

“I’m not asking your permission,” Megan said, rolling her eyes. “I’m asking if you think that’s a good idea or not.”

“From here, it sounds like it would help both of you out. She could probably find a better roommate if she looked, but the convenience is a plus.”

Megan sighed. “You’re very funny. Oh, and Nathan’s excited about the drone. Thank you for doing that.”

“You talked already?”

“On the way over here, and he sent a few hundred texts while we were in the gate.”

I laughed.

“But really, I mean it. Thank you for solving that for us. We’ve never fought like that before.”

“He cares about you a lot.”

Megan blushed. “Yeah. I get that impression too. Alright, Dor. Keep an eye out for ice on your drive back.”

When I got in my car, I made my level-up selections. Usually, my rule was to get some rest before making a big choice. The wrong decision could put me in a position like Grensmith where I was locked into a poorly optimized build, and that was terrifying. However, I had been thinking about reaching level 7 for a while now. I knew exactly what I needed to do.

I put 2 stat points into dexterity and then 1 into constitution. Then I selected Swift Hands and reviewed my system profile:

Dorion Carmino

Class: Archer

Level: 7

XP Progress: 230/6400

Str: 7

Dex: 14

Con: 8

Int: 5

Cha: 3

Abilities:


	Piercing Shot




	Dual Nocking



Traits: 


	Ranged Accuracy




	Improved Reload




	Sharpen




	Momentum




	Swift Hands



Spells: (none)

Adding Swift Hands was a big jump forward for my dex build. That blanket boost to all archery speed meant a compounding return on several of my current as well as my future abilities. At level 8, I would take Steady Hands, which was kind of cool, but I was really excited about the unlocks that came after that.

I’d eventually be able to shoot at multiple targets from one draw and get a dex-based boost to damage on top of that.

Ugh. More and more, getting to the next level was less of a celebration and more of a reminder that I had so much ground left to cover.
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                    Random memory this chapter reminds me of: Friends of mine bought a pickup truck for $200 once, an old ass single-cab Mazda. The bed was rusted out, so there was a piece of plywood laid down. They named it the Red Baron, and my absolute favorite part about the Red Baron: This thing was such a piece of junk that lush, green grass grew between the cab and the bed.

 

I love love love gunslingers in space (I blame Cowboy Bebop and Firefly influencing me in my formative years). I'm sure other prog fantasy stories have explored that kind of setting, but this is my first, and I'm having fun:
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"Hail Ringbreaker. Hail Apostate of Rust. Hail Dragon."



Raziel is meant to be dead. He shouldn't have levels, skills, or the ability to throw lightning. 

But he does, and he's only just getting started.


Once a legendary Gunslinger of the Outer Ring, Raziel has been reduced to a drunken husk. The only thing that manages to stir him into action is trying to save a friend's life, even if a suicide mission is what it takes.

But things take a turn when Raziel winds up with a gem lodged in his chest--one that has all three Rings salivating, because it can do the impossible. For one thing, he can now level. For another, his arm now absorbs power from people and weapons alike.

The dangers of the Rings of Jupiter once took everything from him, but now?

Now he has the chance to make things right. To get revenge.





| :sleuth_or_spy: A noir-inspired, dystopian space setting | :gun: A Gunslinger with growing magical abilities |

| :hocho: Conspiracies, Murders, Mysteries | :video_game: Levels, Loot, and Boss Battles  |

 :rocket: Read Now  








                

                “We need a van,” Nathan said from the backseat as we bounced down an old road toward our first collective SOC. “And I still think that shotgun was rightfully mine.”

“This is your first hunt,” Megan replied. “You have to work your way up.”

“I’ve been riding shotgun with Dorion for years. I have seniority.”

“Not on hunts, you don’t.”

“Then we definitely need a van. And snow tires. If there was any more snow than this, there’s no way the D-wagon gets very far.”

Megan turned slowly. “Did you say ‘D-Wagon?’”

“Yeah, the Dorion Wagon.”

“I had nothing to do with that name,” I added.

“I know,” Megan replied. “He’s not wrong about snow tires.”

“Let’s not talk about spending more money,” I pleaded. My stomach still churned every time I thought about my credit card debt.

Nathan shifted in his seat again. “Don’t forget this is basically my office now. My performance will improve with the proper workplace resources.”

“I take everything back,” Megan said. “Bringing you was a mistake.”

We were on our way to a goblin SOC that we hoped was relatively small, but the drive was long, two and a half hours one way. Megan suggested the winter weather might be to blame, but our options for SOCs were far fewer than usual. If we were really optimistic, we could potentially argue that our getting to a few goblin nests a little earlier than the EPA curtailed the usual spread.

I didn’t think we had killed nearly enough goblins for that to be true, but it was a nice thought.

This particular SOC was a relatively isolated farmhouse, which sounded like a good testing ground for our new drone party member. Lots of windows. A combination of wide open spaces and indoor environments. And a parking place that was relatively close without being vulnerable.

The driveway from the road to the farmhouse had washed out to become a small ravine, so we were going to have to walk to the house from the road.

While Megan and I geared up, Nathan unpacked the drone and set up his laptop.

“What did you do?” Megan asked with a tired, defeated voice.

The drone we bought had the shape of an upside-down school bus and had four propellers with the camera mounted to the front. A spherical mesh cage surrounded the whole of the drone so small mistakes didn’t turn into expensive crashes. If Nathan bumped into a wall at a slow speed, the cage would absorb the impact, flexing gently to distribute the force while still keeping the propellers out of danger. He couldn’t pinball through a cave, but if he flew slowly enough, a small mistake wouldn’t be a disaster.

Those propellers were virtually silent, so I didn’t hear Nathan fly the drone toward me. When I noticed it, I turned, looked the camera dead in the lens, and burst out laughing.

The body of the drone was the factory-standard bright white plastic, which Nathan intended to repaint something less eye-catching after this hunt. The two googly eyes he added to the front were not factory standard.

“Meet your new party member, Kimmy,” Nathan said.

“I love it. I think viewers will too. Megan, you don’t like it?”

“It caught me by surprise, is all,” she answered. “I like it.”

Nathan pushed an earpiece into my hand and gave one to Megan as well. He added, “I thought these might be a good idea.”

“Wow,” I replied. “I should have thought of that. What good is a drone without good radios?”

“That’s why you got me and Kimmy,” Nathan said. “I’m expecting I’ll be the only one talking most of the time. I can’t come running to save the day, but you can ask me to look at something specific if you need to.”

Megan nodded. “Yeah, this will be a lot of us listening.” She donned her helmet and turned her camera on. “Hi everybody. Meet our newest party member: Kimmy.”

The drone hovered up to her eye level.

“We got tired of going in blind, so Kimmy is our scout. Kimmy, run ahead and let us know what you see.”

We watched Nathan’s laptop screen as he zipped down the driveway. It passed through a wooded area briefly before opening to acres of farmland left untended for years.

The farmhouse itself was a classic design with white siding and a big front porch, but only flakes of the paint remained, and half the porch had collapsed in on itself, taking a chunk of the porch roof with it. A pickup truck and a beater sedan were parked out front. They hadn’t moved since the recent snowfall, but they didn’t look totally abandoned either.

Did someone live here?

Goblin footprints suggested that they came and went through the front door regularly, but I didn’t see any tracks that were human. 

The drone circled the house. Three abandoned engines sat in the middle of the yard, collecting snow. Grayed, warped lumber wrapped in weeds sat against the house. Out back was a chicken coop and what was left of an old barn. 

We saw goblin tracks here too, but in much greater volume. They split off to enter the woods at several different points.

“Turn on thermal,” I said. “See what’s in the house.”

“It’s not x-ray vision,” Nathan replied, flipping to thermal anyway. “The house is a little warmer than its surroundings, so that’s a good sign that something is inside, but I can’t see through walls. I need to look through a window like a proper peeping Tom.”

The drone flew low to get an angle on the first-floor windows, switching back to a normal view. The wooden floorboards were a mess. Most of them had fallen into the basement already.

Drifting closer to the window, Nathan flipped back into thermal vision. Two goblins were in the basement collecting scrap for firewood, and one was walking up the stairs. Repeating the process for the second floor, we saw that all rooms were empty except for one, but we couldn’t see into that one. Rugs and carpets had been hung over any doors going in as well as the two exterior windows.

“Insulation,” Nathan said. “Most of the goblins are probably in there where it’s warmer.”

I put my helmet on. “I really like having this intel. So much better than going in blind.”

“I agree,” Megan echoed.

Having Nathan in our ears as we approached was also a comfort. He didn’t say much, but that meant nothing about the battle variables had changed, like the goblins spotting our approach.

The overall hunt went well in terms of killing wild goblins. For the first floor, I sniped one through a window, and Megan brained two that ran for the door to attack me.

The second floor, however, was like a horror film. The goblins were indeed holed up inside the insulated room, thirteen of them in total, but they weren’t the ones who hung the rugs and blankets. The next room over had three human corpses. It looked as if the goblins were using the natural cold as a sort of refrigerator, coming in here to rip off hunks whenever they were hungry.

Unfortunate squatters with a habit, judging by the loose needles and bent spoons scattered around. 

We called the State Police to let them know about the three victims and got out of there before they had the chance to arrive. Seeing that gore in person was disturbing, but it didn’t affect me as much as I expected it would. Then again, I had seen crawlers die on stream several times over, so maybe I had been desensitized to the violence.

Was that good or bad?

Regardless of the answer, I didn’t like the Dungeon Divas being associated with human corpses. First the Chestnut Ridge goblins had human skulls, and now we found a squatter buffet. Usually, seeing a body made you an automatic person of interest in the inevitable investigation that followed. Law enforcement already had a few excuses to track down the Dungeon Divas, and I didn’t like adding to that pile.

But I had no real control over any of that, and I had a feeling I’d see plenty more bodies on hunting runs.



“Megan asked me to be her roommate!” Beth said, diving onto the couch to hug me. “Thank you so much for being patient with me. I’m sorry you had to sleep on the couch so long.”

“I didn’t mind it,” I said. “So you’re taking her up on it then?”

She nodded excitedly. “I don’t have a lot to move, so it won’t be much trouble. More importantly, How’d the drone test go?”

“Amazing!” Nathan yelled from the bathroom.

Beth laughed. “That good?”

“Yes, actually,” I answered. “That information advantage is huge. Having even a basic idea of the number and location of monsters takes so much pressure off. We still need to be cautious, but it’s a very different kind of hunt with the drone helping.”

“That makes me feel better too.”

“Good. I don’t want you to worry.” A thought occurred to me just then. “I’m sorry, Beth. We need to talk.”

Her face paled. “About what?”

I grabbed my parents’ letter from the kitchen and passed it to her. A few seconds into reading, she shifted as if growing faint. 

“Do you want to see them before they leave?” she asked.

Groaning, I replied, “I’m a hotdog of ‘no’ with a line of ‘I feel like I should’ ketchup.” When I saw Beth’s confused expression, I added, “Sorry, I’m tired from today.”

“I hate that I understand what you mean. I am also a hotdog with ketchup, but my bun is terrified by the idea of being back in that place.”

“Same.”

“It really could be the last time we see them,” Beth said. “We have to go, right?”

“Says who?”

“I don’t know. They’re our parents. It’s like a moral obligation.”

Shaking my head, I replied, “I needed a few years to get to this point, but I used to feel like that. They’re people, Beth. That’s it. They don’t get a free pass to be shitty to us just because we’re related.”

“Am I just a person to you?”

“I’m saying that blood isn’t a real connection. Being a family member is an active series of choices. You decide every day to be my sister. You decide to be in my life, to let me in yours, and to share your love with me. None of that is automatic. As soon as someone stops deciding to be family, they aren’t.”

“You don’t think they want to be our parents?” Beth asked.

“They don’t want to be the parents we need them to be. Their idea of being a good mom or dad is not the same as ours. I do believe they tried their best, but we needed them to grow with us, to be different kinds of parents. They weren’t interested. I was never going to be the son they wanted, and they were never going to be the mom and dad I needed, so I left.”

“I hadn’t thought about it that way exactly, but I had the same realization. Bending myself into the shape they wanted hurt too much. I couldn’t take the pain anymore.”

I wrapped an arm around Beth and pulled her close. “We don’t owe them a goodbye, and we have time to think about it. I’m pretty torn on it myself. I don’t know what the best move is here.”

“I don’t need to answer now?”

“Not at all. Give it some thought, and I will too.”

“Okay.”

Beth wiped her eyes. “I have something to show you.”

She went into my room and came out with a bow, the wood stained a dark, velvety brown. This wasn’t a recurve bow. It was a longbow, a simplistic-looking style that was one arc, lacking the flared ends of a recurve.

She held it out for me, smiling proudly.

“This is one of yours?”

“Yep. It’s the first one Frank said wasn’t a total embarrassment to the craft.”

“That style of mentorship is working for you?” I asked, inspecting the smooth bend of the wood and the graceful flow of the grain.

“He’s become like a grandpa. The grumpy exterior is a persona, and he’s never actually mean to me. I don’t know. I get the sense he’s lonely.”

“Frank seems like a good guy. I’m glad we met him.”

“For all the shit this year has thrown at me, he’s definitely a bright spot. And this apprenticeship… I don’t want to leave the shop most nights. I love the work so much. Not only is it beautiful, but my craft gives a bow its power. Turning a boring stave into something that can kill a monster? I don’t know how to describe the way it makes me feel.”

I hugged Beth again. “I’m so happy to hear that.”
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                    If your cat was voiced by a famous actor/actress, who would it be?

 

Two things to know about today's shoutout: There is a basement full of killer raccoons, and sexy monster girls are a thing. One of those two elements often generates strong reader feelings:
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Reincarnated as a Castle! (LitRPG, Kingdom Building, Progression)
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A webnovel author died from choking on chicken nuggets after seeing his story drowned in gifts, only to reincarnate in another world as a castle
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"System, open!"

[Magic Castle System]

Name: Unknown Castle

Castle Points: 0

Population: 1

Skills:

- Door Manipulation

- Lighting Manipulation

- Self-Repair

Access:

- System Shop (require points to unlock)

____________________________________________

If you enjoyed Reincarnated as a Slime, you’ll love this. It's a story packed with systems, leveling, and kingdom-building fun!

Featuring:

- A non-human MC.

- A greedy system.

- A basement full of killer raccoons.

- Equipment crafting, quest creation, farming, summoning, mining, follower leveling, monster taming, and more.

- Fun, large-scale kingdom building and war.

- Sexy monster girls and muscular monster dudes








                

                “Yes, Enforcer Gray?” Enforcer Grensmith asked when I stepped into his office and shut the door.

“If you’re not allowed to answer or don’t want to, I understand, but I wanted to ask about your build.”

“There’s nothing top secret about it,” he answered. “What do you want to know?”

“Did they have set build plans for each class, or how did that work?”

“The CDM made a build plan for each of us to follow.”

“Optimized for wild monsters?”

“Correct,” Grensmith said.

“Does that documentation exist somewhere? I’d be curious to see what the builds looked like.”

He set his chin in his hand and thought. “I can’t think of any reason they would be restricted. If I have some time today, I’ll see if I can dig them up.”

“Only if it’s not any trouble.”

“None at all. Nice running with you last night. Your form was noticeably technical. Most people get into the double-digit levels before they realize they can benefit from that kind of training. Are you working with anyone local?”

“No. I send this YouTuber a video of my technique every couple of weeks, and he gives me stuff to work on. A lot of times he sends a video back to explain what he wants me to fix.”

“Really?” Grensmith asked, recoiling slightly in surprise. “How long have you been doing that?”

“A few months now. I think it’s helped.”

“Fascinating. Yeah, I’d say it has. Well, I won’t keep you.”

I dipped my head and met up with Enforcer Cortez. We were scheduled to be in the field that day for harvest inspections, so after checking in at the RAID room, we drove out to our first assignment.

“That C gate was something else,” he said before we even got out of the garage. Cortez must have been dying to talk about the run all night.

“You happy you did it?”

“Brother, yes. Hell yes. I only need like two more D gates to get to level 10, so I’m happy about the XP, but seeing McDouglas in action was wild.”

“What do you mean?”

“I didn’t catch him using a single ability, but by the time any of us got to a monster, it was already pretty chopped up. He carried us. No way around it. And he did it without breaking a sweat.”

“You knew more about his reputation than I did,” I said. “Did you hear anything about his build?”

“Nope. Just that he was the right person to have on your side. What do you know about his build?”

“Not a thing.”

Cortez whistled. “Nobody ever talks about CDM spooks, but they have to be out there. That George Baker arrest? A CDM was undercover as a crasher. I mean, what? The CDM does undercover investigations now?”

“Yeah, I haven’t heard any other examples of that either.”

“It had to be a local CDM guy. Sounds like something a spook like McDouglas would be good at.”

“Or woman.”

“Right. Oh, man!” Cortez’s seatbelt strained a moment from his burst of excitement. “We haven’t talked about Kimmy! That’s so freaking funny that the new Dungeon Diva is a drone.”

“You think?”

“You didn’t like it?”

“I thought it was great.”

Cortez nodded. “The extra camera in the mix is a nice touch, and it seemed to make them more confident too.”

“I noticed that as well, but yeah, I didn’t realize how much a fourth camera would help. The follower drone they had already was nice, but the free-roaming view was slick.”

And I wasn’t lying. I really did think it upped the quality of our content substantially. For his first attempt at this, Nathan got some good angles, like a wide view of us approaching the house, and then alternate angles of us fighting seen through open windows. Megan’s editing wove those moments in at all the right times, and that’s an important factor to emphasize. I doubt the jump in production value would have shone through without her touch.

“It would be cool if they started traveling more,” Cortez added. “Head to different places to hunt other types of monsters.”

“Like what?”

“They might not have the levels for it, but Yellowstone has had some dire wolf sightings. That’d be a cool hunt.”

“I hadn’t heard that,” I said. No way were we chasing after dire wolves anytime soon. That would be suicidal.

Cortez shrugged. “I guess they’ve suspected for a while but never laid eyes on one to confirm it. Been a few scarabs in New Mexico. Oh, speaking of Mexico, did you hear about the troll dungeon under Puebla? That’s a-”

“I read about it. Trolls were using old tunnels.”

“Crazy, right? Man, New Yorkers have been talking about monsters under the city forever. After what they found in Puebla, makes me think that maybe some of the stories are true.”

“Pretty much every large city has stories like that,” I said. “Is it a monster or is it a serial killer? Nobody knows.”

Cortez’s phone rang. The conversation was brief, and what I could hear of it was limited to Cortez’s “uh huhs.” 

When he hung up, he reached for the dashboard GPS and started entering an address. “One of our drones might have been shot down, and we’re supposed to go get it.”

“Shot down? By what?”

“That’s unknown. If we find it, I bet the damage will answer that question. How long do you think an ultra-expensive piece of government tech would go untouched in the middle of a city?”

I laughed. “Probably not long, but I’d be impressed if it landed anywhere in the open. What are the chances it doesn’t go through someone’s roof?”

“True. True.”

The phone rang again.

A minute later, Cortez hung up and said, “You called it. 911 just got a report about a drone falling through a roof.” 

He updated the address in the GPS. We were already on our way to the drone’s last known location, but now we could drive directly to the crash.



Cortez had to step away from the scene. 

The drone had crashed into an Etna house on a steep city street. The fire department beat us there, but they packed up now. An elderly man and woman had lived here, and as soon as the first responders confirmed that both known occupants were deceased, the house became a crime scene.

Someone destroyed a piece of government hardware and unintentionally killed two innocent people in the process.

Our job was to monitor the drone until CDM investigators arrived. Enforcer Chapman was gravely concerned about pieces of our equipment walking off with someone, so I stared at the wreckage for more than an hour to be certain that didn’t happen. I wanted an excuse not to, but Cortez had struggled with the scene from the moment we arrived. If I broke too, no one would be left to watch the wreckage like we were ordered.

The drone landed in a bedroom of a small house with a front yard packed tight with little concrete and plastic figurines. The man of the house looked as if he were in bed at the time, and the crash was more or less a direct hit that killed him instantly. His remains didn’t go flying, but you could clearly see the impact had broken him into pieces. I was really happy when his severed leg stopped twitching.

The woman was in the hallway right outside of the bedroom, and the collapse of the house got her rather than the drone itself. The firefighters said it appeared as if she had tried to free herself, which meant she survived the initial impact and passed away buried under her own house.

“Sorry,” Cortez said when he returned. 

“Take as much time as you need.”

“I’m good now. See any clues about what took it down?”

I shook my head. “Looks like a pile of broken drone to me.”

Cortez laughed. “Fair.”

“Enforcer Gray.” Inspector Dempson had appeared by my side. 

I shook his hand and introduced him to Cortez.

“Has anyone disturbed the scene?” Dempson asked.

“First responders looked for survivors, but nobody after that. The neighbors have been gawking, so they might have seen if anyone got to the drone before we did.”

“Appreciate it,” Dempson said. “Those poor people. Decades on the planet, and something falls out of the sky just for them.”

I didn’t know what to say.

“The Inspection Team will take it from here. We’ll keep RAID in the loop once we get into it.”

Cortez and I got back in the car. We still had harvest sites to inspect.



Our last inspection of the day was a Mill Rats C gate. The drone crash put us far enough behind that the small break Cortez and I had between this shift and the start of our RAID overnight was long gone. We would technically be late to RAID, but Enforcer Chapman was not entirely unreasonable, fortunately. She knew we were redirected for the first chunk of the day and didn't hold that against us.

But man, I wished I would get that hour to sit down and let my brain do nothing but stare at a table in whatever diner or fast-food joint was my poison of choice that evening.

That last C gate was a mess too. It appeared in an alley of a densely packed North Hills neighborhood, closing two different streets to give harvesters space to work with, which ultimately wasn’t much space at all. 

When I first saw this gate on our inspection schedule, I was surprised the Mill Rats bought it in the first place, but then I looked at the bidding history. None of the major outfits in the city wanted anything to do with the logistics nightmare, it looked like. An indie crawl team bid on it a few times, but the Mill Rats found the ceiling of their budget and pushed until the indies couldn’t bid anymore.

What was too expensive for an indie crawl team was still a steal of a price for a C gate for the Mill Rats.

Since the harvest site was split between two streets, that’s how Cortez and I divided up the inspection. He took one. I took the other.

I couldn’t immediately determine what kind of dungeon this was, but I guessed it was a wilderness setting of some kind based on the piles of timber stacking up on trucks. Most of it looked like the dungeon's version of hardwood. The species of tree wasn't the same as what we had on Earth, but the wood they provided was akin to walnut.

That’s not something I knew on my own. I heard one of the harvesters make that comparison as I made my rounds.

The harvesters had also found ironwood, I learned. Only two of the trees in the whole dungeon were ironwood, but that was still a decently profitable find for the Mill Rats. Seeing a stack of timber worth more than I’d make in 5 years was a strange feeling. Dead plants being more valuable than you were was a powerful reminder of your place in the world.

Martin Kielar made sure to add his own reminder to make it especially clear where I stood.

My focus was on my tablet, my fingers pecking out a basic description of the weather at the time of the inspection–cold and wet, if you’re curious–when an arm wrapped around my shoulders.

“Enforcer Carmino,” Kielar said, hugging me close with a big smile. “Always good to see one of the CDM’s finest watching over our gates.”

The smile was sincere, but the joy came from sticking it to a CDM grunt who put his nose where it didn’t belong. It was the grin of an evil clown, not of a friend.

“Crawler Kielar, hello,” I replied. When I attempted to remove myself, his grip on my shoulder tightened.

“I consider it a compliment that you see as much potential in my nephew as I do,” he continued. “He’s not very social, though. Now that he has declined your offer, I trust there’s no need to bother him any more?”

“You’re correct. He wasn’t the man I thought he was.”

Dorion, you fucking asshole. This is one of the strongest crawlers in the city, someone who has quite literally gotten away with murder on multiple occasions, and you can’t keep yourself from mouthing off.

The bones in my shoulder felt as though they might crumple beneath Kielar’s grip.

Kielar laughed. “You’re always such a kidder, Carmino. If you ever have questions about Mill Rats, my door is always open. With how often our paths cross, you could always wait for me to find you, if that’s how you wanted to do it.”

His big hand patted me on the back.

“Have a good rest of your day, Enforcer. Always good to see you.”

As soon as Kielar’s back was turned, I slipped between two box trucks and went back to the SUV. With my head between my legs, I tried to force my breathing to slow and my stomach to calm. What bullshit that the CDM forced low-level enforcers to deal with monsters like that. He could end my life with his levels or with his wealth, neither of which I had any real chance of surviving.

I could never really stand up to him. He would win any kind of fight I could start, handily.

The door opened. “You good?” Cortez asked.

“Yeah. Got a little dizzy for a second. You wrapped up?”

“Yep. Let’s go babysit the droids.”

            


CDM 2, Chapter 21: Product Placement


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from marshalcarper
                        

                    

                    My Samsung smart TV forced an update where it now auto-plays the Samsung Television Network on startup, and it feels resistant to being skipped quickly. My old dude paranoia also makes me believe that sometimes when I turn off the power, it defaults to STN to try and trick me into watching whatever rerun is on.

Dude. I bought the TV. Let me use it how I want.



                

                “You’re at work, right?” Beth texted at about 1 a.m.

“Yes.”

“Me too, but I couldn’t wait to tell you. The Divas have a new sponsor.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. We’ve been emailing back and forth for a few days, but they just confirmed it.”

“Who is it?”

“Gate Girl Glitter.”

I looked up the brand.

“Lip gloss?”

“They’re launching a line of eye shadow too.”

“When did they reach out?”

“I messaged them.”

“You made this happen? Like pitched it and everything?”

“Yes. I’m sorry it’s a cosmetic brand. I just had a feeling we had a good chance with one of those.”

“Don’t be sorry. That’s awesome. Really really great. Good work.”

“You’re not mad that it’s makeup?”

“I’d sell my soul if the price was right.”

“Don’t say stuff like that.”

“Sorry. But really, this is super cool. Thank you for making it happen.”

“:)”

Beth hadn’t brought up seeing our parents since we talked about it a couple nights back. Every time she texted, I expected the message to be about that. Another sponsorship was welcome news, of course, but the longer she went without saying anything, the more worried for her I got. If the situation made her feel so cornered as to freeze, abandoning hope for any action at all, I didn’t want to leave her alone to suffer. At the same time, I also didn’t want to pressure her.

Emotions were hard. I could barely manage my own, so I was never really sure if I was doing right by the people around me when I reacted to theirs.

Was I giving them enough space? Too much space? Did they want to talk about it? Or would it be better to leave it alone?

The alchemy of it all made me forever doubtful of every interaction I ever had. 

The overnight RAID duty was a little more exciting than usual, but not by much. The drones caught a group of crashers running into an E gate, which was the first time that had happened when Cortez and I were on shift. That excitement was short-lived, as our role in the bust itself was really just sending a text message to alert the proper points of contact.

We had two more goblin sightings not near any known SOCs. If I squinted, the datapoints we had collected over the last few weeks had an epicenter outside a town called Donora. That information was still limited, but I made a note to myself to look at satellite images of the area when our shift ended.

I’d probably put a shower and food between the shift and that research, but you get the idea.

“Enforcer Black told me something about local culture, but I think he was messing with me,” Cortez said, breaking a long stretch of silence.

“What was it?”

“He said when the snow gets bad, people put out ‘parking chairs.’ That means they shoveled it, so it's theirs, and violating that is kind of like starting a war.”

“Oh, that’s real.”

“So like, what, people just put folding chairs out on the street?” Cortez asked.

“Any chair will do. You’ll see a variety.”

“What happens if you use the spot anyway?”

I laughed. “Retribution. Last year, a car on our street got buried in snow and then sprayed with a garden hose. That thing was solid ice.”

“That’s hardcore.”

“Parking chairs are serious business.”

“Good thing I’ve got off-street parking at my place,” Cortez said.

“You don’t have to rub it in.”

“I wouldn’t say I’m coming out ahead on that one. If I added up how much that parking space cost, I bet ridesharing everywhere would be cheaper.” Cortez paused to read his phone screen. “I got a buddy working the RAID pilot in Seattle.”

“Yeah?”

“He says they’ve had three drones shot down so far.”

“That’s like $600,000.”

Cortez nodded. “Basically every community group in the city has filed privacy complaints. They don’t want cameras floating over their neighborhoods.”

“I don’t blame them.”

“I wouldn’t want to hang out in my yard with one of those hovering right over me.”

“Same.”

“Would be nice if this didn’t go beyond a pilot program,” Cortez added.

“You’re hoping it fails?”

He shrugged. “I think it’s a good cover-your-ass program for the CDM, but I don’t know that writing a bunch of new parking and placement citations has really made anyone safer. I know we haven’t seen a lot of crashers since it launched, but I think the Baker Bill moved that needle, not drones.”

“Because they’re afraid of CKs?”

“Hell yeah. Even animals know to keep their heads down when hunting season is in.”

“That’s true.”

Speaking far more softly now, Cortez added, “I hope RAID gets cut. I don’t want even more surveillance in my life. I know that’s hopeless, though.”



Enforcer Grensmith sent me a link for a folder on the CDM shared drives. I should have gone right to bed–or “to couch,” at least until Beth moved out in another week or so–but I was too curious about the CDM’s brief foray into wild monster hunting to sleep.

Nathan came out of his room, on his way to another shift at the airport, but paused when he saw me at the kitchen table.

“Are you up early or haven’t gone to sleep?” he asked.

“Haven’t gone to sleep. The CDM had a monster hunting initiative once upon a time, and I was going to read up on it.”

“Think there’s something useful for you and Meg in there?”

“For us, but yes.”

Nathan grinned. He liked being included as a Dungeon Diva. “Right. Alright duder. I’ll see you on the other side.”

As the door clicked shut, I started sifting.

The Rapid Invasive Species Response program was “designed to address the long-term consequences of gate surges by eradicating wild monsters within our borders.”

The strategy had a few guiding principles that immediately stuck out to me:

Hiring caster classes was deemed financially unviable. Multiclassing martial classes into casters would be cheaper in the long run, especially since the CDM could more easily lock those second-class casters into service contracts, something akin to soldiers in the military. Want the multiclass? Commit to several years of wild monster hunting for the CDM and demonstrate leadership potential along the way.

All builds were to be optimized around wild hunting needs, which I already knew, but I thought it was interesting they specifically stated they would not select unlocks that “could reasonably be duplicated by technology.”

For example, Far Sight was an ability offered to archers to improve how far they could see. Binoculars and scopes made that possible, so the unlock should go to something more productive. Wilderness training, satellite imagery, GPS navigation–None of these were worth replacing with an unlock.

That made sense to me, and this was well before drone tech hit the scene.

The exception was rangers and druids. Those classes could get to a proficiency that technology couldn’t, but the CDM had only planned to hire a select few of those. 

Every brawler and berserker was pushed into a tank build. Defenders were too, of course. Fighters were directed to specialize in spear work, balancing strength, speed, and durability rather than leaning hard into either strength or speed. Megan’s dex build, the Machine Gun, wouldn’t have been approved by this initiative.

The preferred archer build followed a similar philosophy of balance, hitting a middle-of-the-road compromise between a dex build and a power build. They advocated for Stun Shot over Piercing because it was better for “crowd management.” That also meant no Dual Nocking. This build went with Improved Ranged Accuracy instead.

Interesting that an unlock replaceable by technology was seen as a waste, but an unlock replaceable by practice and instruction was not. Then I remembered who we were talking about. One Improved Ranger Accuracy unlock was probably way faster and cheaper than putting a bunch of time and money into ranges and specialized instructors.

The project files also included a note about why Marksman builds were not included. The possible damage bonuses with a Far Shot combo must have been notable enough that they wanted to preempt arguments for its inclusion.

The thinking was simple: Clear shots at extreme distances were hard to come by. When they were available, the window of opportunity could be as brief as the flicker of a flame. The documents also made a short note that voidwood bows were considered, but “despite the exceptional tactical advantage, the costs of voidwood bows, or any above ironwood quality, were prohibitive.”

I guess I hoped for an insight into wild hunting, something I hadn’t thought of before, but the program was relatively basic. If civilians reported monster activity, they went out to kill them. The builds were a little old school, more well-rounded than the builds of today that tended to lean so hard into one idea that they broke reality.

Being more educated about the CDM wouldn’t hurt, but this was a bust.



Maybe it wasn’t a bust.

Late that afternoon, after a delightful nap, I had a thought and emailed Enforcer Grensmith:

“Out of curiosity, are there wilderness survival experts in the CDM still? Maybe a better question to ask, do you know any that give lessons?”

He replied, almost instantly. Grensmith always did that somehow, and I wasn’t the only one who had noticed. More than one person suggested the theory that Grensmith had an email bot. That was the only way one person could do that at all hours of the day.

“I do know a local. Retired CDM. I’m attaching his contact information. Also, if you’re interested in wild monsters, you might find this study interesting.”

Kimmy the scouting drone addressed one of Megan’s and my major weaknesses: information gathering. Wilderness survival was a shortcoming we hadn’t addressed. Sure, the majority of SOCs were in urban areas, but whenever one wasn’t, we put ourselves at risk. Domonkos’ lessons made me slightly more confident about going for a hike, but only slightly.

There was a lot we didn’t know. Investing a few ad dollars in more training seemed like a good idea, and I already knew Megan agreed. Before Grensmith, we had no idea where to start looking for something like that.

The study Grensmith sent was interesting. A mass analysis of dungeon gate data gathered from around the world found a trend. The rate of gate variants, like my hobgoblin or duster runs, had slowly increased, year over year. In the last ten, those rates seemed to increase sharply, noticeably so.

The early, gradual increase was known, apparently, but it was so gentle as to seem unremarkable. The recent spike was concerning. 

But why did it spike? That was the big question that had yet to be answered.

Nathan had theories, which we discussed at length over drinks at Milly’s.

“Maybe the system works in phases, and this is the next one,” he began. “The question would really be what those phases are based on. Number of gates closed, maybe?”

“That feels too arcade-y for me.”

“What do you mean?”

“You’re describing a cosmic high score, like someone is counting. But trends are usually something building up or something going away, right? That rip in the ozone layer? Build-up of chlorofluorocarbons.”

“The gates appear and disappear, though,” Nathan said.

“That’s my point. It’s not like they are accumulating, so what’s the mechanism forcing the change?”

“The count.”

“Where is the count stored, though? There has to be something measurable. Cause and effect.”

Nathan drank his beer. “Okay, I got it. What if the supply of gates is finite? We describe it as being random, but what if a gate is like a drop in a keg? That’s your measurable change. Every drink lowers it a little bit more.”

“You did not make that up just now.”

“Dude. I totally did.”

“You read it somewhere.”

“You never appreciate my genius.”

Laughing, I admitted, “Okay. It’s good. Keeping the liquid metaphor, there would have to be an order to what comes out, like liquids that separate into layers.”

“Basically, yeah. I can buy into that.”

“This reminds me of our intelligent design debates,” I said. “The structure of it all.”

“You just established that liquids separate into layers on their own. The magic of chemistry.”

“I think it’s the increasing difficulty. That part feels narrative to me.”

“No man, that’s not ‘narrative.’ Every bad trend makes things worse and harder. That’s why it’s a bad trend. Alcoholism, lead in the water, crime rates. One direction on the line graph is good. One direction is bad, and I think you can tell when it’s bad. That’s like a law of physics or some shit. Nature, not narrative.”

“I admit defeat, so this isn’t me challenging you, but what does the good line look like for dungeon gates?”

Nathan thought. 

“See what I mean? Damned if you do. Damned if you don’t. Close the gates, the difficulty keeps going up. Don’t close the gates, the world is overrun by monsters, and the gates get harder anyway.”

He nodded. “Ah. I see your point. Yes, There is a name for that line that I made up right now. That’s called ‘a reality curve.’ Both directions suck.”

            


CDM 2, Chapter 22: Throwback
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                    Sorry that this chapter falls on a Monday morning.



                

                Our church community was like the small towns I drove through on my way to wild hunts. The center of town was a main street lined with storefronts and orbited by homes that were a few rural degrees beyond suburban, and then larger farms formed the outer rim. It wasn’t a perfect set of concentric circles or anything, but that was roughly how it was laid out. Another larger town was a ten-minute drive away.

Our church was on Main Street as well, of course. I had wanted to take Beth and me home the back way, taking the less-traveled side roads where we were least likely to pass someone who recognized us, but the roads were bad. Thanks to the snow, we got to drive right through the middle and see how nothing had really changed.

When Beth spotted the church, her eyes stayed locked on it as we passed. 

“We’re going to regret this,” Beth said softly.

“I know.”

“It already feels claustrophobic.”

“Pull the ripcord whenever you need to. There’s no minimum length of time. That’s if I don’t pull it first.”

“I know,” Beth replied. “I keep telling myself this is for me and not for them. If I see them now, I don’t have to feel guilty about not seeing them for the rest of my life.”

“What are the chances that actually works out how you want it to?”

“We’re already in the trap. Don’t make me admit it.”

We pulled down a winding driveway before stopping in front of a humble white farmhouse with an old barn looming behind. Though my dad had plowed ahead of our arrival, I felt my piece-of-crap car sliding and slipping as we approached. If I ended up stuck in a snowbank or something, I might abandon the car outright and walk instead of spending that much more time with my parents.

I had walked this driveway in the snow a lot, actually. Sometimes, the weather got so bad that plowing a path to the house wasn’t feasible, so we’d park on the edge of the road and hike the rest. What a strange memory to have surface all of a sudden, I thought.

Neither Beth nor I moved to leave the car when I shifted into park. We stared at the front door. A fresh wreath with a bright red ribbon hung behind the storm door, and Christmas lights wrapped the porch railing. 

I was about to offer Beth one more word of encouragement when the door swung open, and three dogs barreled out. Two border collies leapt off the front steps before circling the car excitedly. The third dog, a labrador super mutt with streaks of silver in her hair, took each step one at a time.

“I didn’t think about the pets,” Beth whimpered. 

“Let’s get this over with.”

The dogs swarmed me first, but as soon as they caught Beth’s scent, the two collies zipped to the other side of the car.

“Hey, girl.” I squatted, holding both hands out for Thunder, the older lab. “I missed you.”

She pushed her head between my arms and leaned in to lick my face. I remembered picking her up from a farm as a puppy. Beth and I got to name her, and we went with Thunder because it was storming at the time. I know, but come on, I was twelve. 

Out of sight, Beth giggled, catching Thunder’s attention. She pulled away from me, her tail wagging the whole way to Beth.

Before I could stand, two border collies tackled me.

“Oh,” Beth said, “You were gone by then. That’s right. The bigger one is Roxxy. The smaller one is Dolly.”

“Ey!” my father shouted out the door, following it with a quick, shrill whistle. “Back inside.”

The dogs mostly listened. Beth and I followed.

The creaking wooden floors and the fragrance of fresh pine and pet dander hit me harder than the old floral wallpaper or the family photos hung on the walls. This place somehow felt like I had never left while also feeling as if I hadn’t seen it in decades. Six years–I guess closer to seven at that point–wasn’t that long, was it?

My dad wore a flannel shirt and blue jeans. Instead of greeting us, he guided the dogs out of the entryway with the promise of treats.

“It’s so good to see you both home again,” my mom said, pulling both Beth and me in for a hug. “You’ve gotten so big. Remember when you were barely tall enough to hug my leg at the grocery store? Oh, where does the time go?”

“Hi mom,” Beth managed.

“I’m about to put dinner out.” Pulling Beth by the wrist, my mom stepped toward the dining room. I followed. “Sit, sit.”

The room wasn’t large to begin with, but the two china cabinets on both sides of the table didn’t help. Christmas bulbs and sprigs of pine joined the plates behind the cabinet glass. On the hutch behind the head of the table, the decorations continued. Those were a nativity set, the same one we had put out every year for as long as I could remember.

My father caught me searching the surroundings. “If you’re looking for Francis, you won’t find him,” he said. 

Francis was an orange tabby, a former barn cat who happily accepted a life of indoor luxury. 

“Put him down last month,” my dad added as he sat in his chair at the head of the table. “Got too old to feed himself.”

When I first left home, I knew this was inevitable. Pets didn’t live forever. Truthfully, I might have hugged Thunder and Francis longer than I hugged Beth before I left. There was a chance Beth could come find me someday, but I knew that moment with my dog and my cat was likely the last. Seeing Thunder again was nice in a way, but that little bit of joy came with guilt. How cruel I was to leave that sweet girl behind.

And Francis. How many times had he looked for me when I was gone?

Get it together, Dorion. Fuck, dude.

“I baked a victory meatloaf,” my mom said, carrying a casserole dish with oven mitts on. “We are so blessed to have our children back under our roof.”

She returned with beans and mashed potatoes, setting those on the table as well. She ruffled Beth’s hair a little bit as she squeezed by to take her seat at the end of the table opposite my father.

My mom extended her arms, and my father did the same so we could all hold hands. Oh, right. This was a thing we did.

“Lord, thank you for this food we are about to receive,” my father prayed. “Bless the hands that provided it, and may it nourish our bodies as you nourish our souls. Amen.”

My dad put a piece of meatloaf on his plate and passed the dish to me. “Government work treating you alright?” he asked.

“Yeah. Finished the internship, so I’m full-time now.”

“Does that mean you’re going into dungeons too?” My mom asked.

I nodded. “Whenever they need extra hands. It’s mostly desk work.”

She turned to Beth. “And you’re learning bow-making? How did that come about?”

“My boyfriend saw that I was interested in it, and he bought me a lesson to try it.”

“A beau? You could have brought him along tonight, you know.”

“He died,” Beth said, looking down at her plate. 

My mom reached for Beth’s hand and squeezed it. “Oh, darling. I’m so sorry. What happened?”

“He was murdered.”

My father sighed and shook his head. “There’s so much evil in this world. We worry about you being out in that alone.”

“I’m not alone,” Beth replied. “I have Dorion, and I have our friends. I was more alone when I was here.”

“Bethany!” my mom scolded.

“Is the move to New Eden a sure thing?” I asked, hoping to save Beth from a dogpile.

“Plane ride is scheduled for the first of February,” my dad answered. “They’re doing special flights for settlers, so we’ll be surrounded by our people the whole way.”

“What about the pets?” Beth asked.

“Roxxy and Dolly have their tickets too. Thunder isn’t doing well. The girl’s in a lot of pain.”

Beth and I both knew that meant she was getting put down soon too. 

“It’s such a beautiful place,” my mom continued. “Everyone says the pictures don’t do it justice, and if that’s the case, it must be breathtaking there. Since your father is a deacon, they’re making him the mayor of our new neighborhood. He’ll keep things in order and running smoothly for everyone.”

“That’s nice,” Beth said. 

“Becky and Genie are moving down with their parents. That boy Aaron is too. I know that was just a crush, but he’s grown into quite the man. He’s level 5 already, you know.”

For several long seconds, the only sounds to be heard were the tink of silverware and the shuffling of dogs weaving between our legs to beg for scraps. I snuck Thunder some meatloaf.

My mom took a deep breath. “I tried to be a good mother. I tried so hard. Before we go, I need to know what I did wrong. Tell me.” She glanced between Beth and me.

I shook my head. “We don’t need to go down that road.”

“Well, we are,” my mom insisted. “I have a right to know. After everything we sacrificed to give you good lives, an explanation isn’t much to ask.”

“Mom.”

“Do you not know why you’ve been so angry with us all these years? Is that why you won’t answer?”

I set my silverware on the table. “Fine. You and dad would have been happier divorced. That would have spared us all your fighting and your tantrums. Yes, I’m angry. That’s what our family is, and I have no idea what to do with it all. I know I don’t want to handle it the way you have, but I don’t know what the fuck I should do instead.”

“Dorion David!”

“I cuss, mom. Jason Lewis and I started swearing back in fourth grade because we couldn’t figure out how a word could be a sin. Remember what happened when I asked about that?”

“And we explained it all to you.”

Laughing, I couldn’t help but lean back. “Explained it? Dad spanked me so hard I couldn’t sit down.” Turning to my father, I added, “I still have nightmares of you coming home angry from work. There’s this memory I have where I’m running up the stairs and you grab my ankle. Do you remember that?”

His gaze hard, he shook his head. 

“I was running from you because I was so scared, and you dragged me back down the stairs like some kind of horror film. And mom, do you remember what happened when you heard I was agnostic?”

“We tried to help you.”

“You prayed for the demon to leave to me, and then I had to sit with Pastor Bill twice a week while he tried to ‘bring me back to the light.’”

“That was all done out of love, Dorion,” she said.

“You thought I had a literal demon in my body, and that’s how everyone treated me at school and at church. Then I come home wanting to escape it for just a few hours and have to deal with you and dad. You were miserable all the time. We were always so afraid of setting you off.”

“That’s not true.”

“And there it is. That’s why this is doomed, mom. We don’t live in the same reality. How can we ever talk about something if you can’t acknowledge the truth?”

“Did you ever think you were the one who was screwed up? That it’s your reality that is wrong, not mine?”

“For all of my adult life.”

“I’m sorry I wasn’t good enough for you.” My mom looked at Beth next. “I’m sorry to you too.”

Beth put her face in her hands. “You always do that. Any time I ever tried to talk to you, you’d say something like that.”

“Well, it’s true. I am sorry I wasn’t good enough.”

“That’s not a conversation, mom. That’s not how you actually fix stuff. You always twist it like us being unhappy about anything is an attack on you personally. We could never actually address a problem and fix it. Ever. The Carmino way is to just stay angry about it for the rest of your life instead. Add it to the pile with everything else.”

“Don’t talk to your mother that way,” my father said. “Don’t you see how much you’re hurting her?”

Beth screamed her frustration into her hands. “This is exactly what I’m talking about!”

“We should have separated you and Dorion the moment he turned his back on God,” he added. “If we had protected you from his demons, you would have had a bright future.”

Standing, Beth said, “Well, this was fun.”

“You can’t leave yet!” my mom argued. “We haven’t had dessert. I made your favorite, that apple pie recipe you like so much.”

I followed Beth’s lead, but I bent over to bury my face in Thunder’s neck. The shouting around me continued, and I was likely the target for at least some of it, but her happy panting drowned it out. 

Instead of pausing at the door to put on her shoes, Beth scooped them up and walked to the car in her socks despite the snow.

My mother bawled while I slid into my boots.

“Please don’t contact us again,” I said. “No surprise visits. No waiting outside of our jobs. This is it.”

“Wish I knew where we went wrong with you,” my dad grumbled.

Though I shut the front door behind me, my parents followed me out onto the porch. They stood there yelling as I stomped toward my car.

“It was a victory meatloaf!” my mom shouted. “Tonight was a celebration. This is the Lord’s house, and we are victorious! He blessed us, and you spit in his face!”

I didn’t say anything to Beth after I shut the driver-side door. I put the car into reverse to turn around, doing my best to block out whatever last words they wanted to hurl at us, and went dangerously fast down the driveway.

We had to get out of there.
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                    I wish I was one of those people who got really stoked about a neatly mowed yard. Well, no, I don't actually want that, but my neighbors probably do. I've been trying to get that r/nolawns hustle going, but I am having a heck of a time getting clover seed to take. Dissociating? Who is dissociating? Not me. 

 

The MC for today's shoutout is a recently fired postdoc, which was almost too relatable for me. I dig the cultivation + system apocalypse combo. I'm having fun so far, so maybe you will too:
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Unbound Ascension – Coreless [System Apocalypse - LitRPG - Weak to Strong]

by Carcian


What is better: to enter the multiverse gifted with power, or to begin weak and claw your way to strength through blood, will, and relentless effort?



When Earth is integrated into the Multiverse, humanity gains stats, skills, and magic—but only a select few are granted System Cores, becoming Core-bearers with a clear path to power.

Cade Whitehollow, a burned-out, indebted postdoc who has just been fired, is not one of them. Even so, he refuses to let this second life collapse into the same dead end as the first.

With no Core, no Class, and no head start, Cade is thrown into a lethal Tutorial designed for Core-bearers.

While they level, cast spells, and surge ahead, Cade has to survive the long, brutal grind of becoming eligible to forge a Core of his own.

Monsters evolve. Humans turn on each other. And buried somewhere in the chaos of the Tutorial is an ancient path to power—one even the System cannot control.

~~~

Release Schedule is one chapter every weekday (5 days a week) at 08:03 AM EST.

What to expect:

-Weak to strong to OP male MC

-Slow burn as the MC figures his way through the System

-2000-3000 word chapters (sometimes a little more)

-Fantasy setting with magic and a System

-Eastern cultivation elements meets Western LitRPG/System Apocalypse

-No Harem















                

                Neither Beth nor I felt much like talking, so we spent most of the dark winter drive back to the city in silence. When we entered the outskirts of Pittsburgh, Beth tapped her forehead on the passenger-side window.

“That. Was. So. Dumb.”

“It’s over now.”

Beth turned to me. “How many times did you tell yourself that?”

Chuckling, I answered, “A few hundred.”

“How many times were you right?"

“Never.”

“I’m sorry you were alone for so long,” Beth said. “I don’t think I would have made it if I had gone first.”

“You’re stronger than you think.”

“Have you thought about their funerals? I mean, even before the New Eden stuff.”

I nodded.

“What will you do when they die?”

“Senior year of college, I decided if one of them died that I wouldn’t go to the funeral. I’ve said everything I’ve needed to say while they were alive, and me showing up would just ruin it for the people who actually want to be there.”

“I see.”

“That’s your own decision to make, you know. Just because I chose that doesn’t mean you have to also.”

“I know,” Beth replied, “but thank you for saying that.”

She watched the dim orange lights on the walls of the Fort Pitt tunnel whiz by.

“How hard will Christmas be?” she asked.

“Nathan still goes to see family sometimes. He has aunts and uncles who are still alive. I tried going with him before his mom passed, and they meant well, but I hated it. A whole other family looking at you like you’re a stray cat at the door. Couldn’t do it.”

“What do you do now?”

“I turn off my phone, put on some dumb movies, and drink until I pass out. If it’s still Christmas when I wake up, I drink some more.”

“How early do you start?”

“8 a.m. or so.”

“Do I get to join that tradition?”

I thought. “Yes, but we could start a new tradition if you wanted.”

“Like what, exactly?”

Shrugging, I said, “Maybe we cook something or go out for dinner at one of the places that stays open. I don’t know. We can do whatever we want, really. Nathan’s going to Megan’s parents this year, I think, so it will just be us.”

“We should eat something that’s awesome but very much not Christmasy.”

“Okay. Tell me more.”

“Like lobster mac & cheese. Or tacos. I’ve always wanted to try real barbecue. Is there a place like that in Pittsburgh?”

“Pittsburgh has barbecue.” As soon as I said that, I wondered if Cortez would agree with that.

“It all sounds good right now. I don’t know what I’d actually pick.”

“We can get a bunch of different stuff. That could be fun.”

“Yeah,” Beth replied, nodding. “It could be fun. Can we keep the super drunk part of the tradition for this year at least, though?”

I laughed. “Yeah, sure.”

“Do birthdays suck as much as Christmases?”

I shook my head. “Not as bad, but they still blow a big one.”

“We should make a pact.”

“If you tell me what it is first.”

“No birthdays. We don’t bring them up. We don’t do gifts or whatever. Just let them go by.”

“I like that,” I said. “You got a deal.”

“Good,” she replied.

“Hey. I’m really grateful to have you back in my life. I want you to know that.”

“I do.”



The collective lawsuit brought by a number of church communities around the country was withdrawn. Now that New Eden was on the horizon and Rick Young was there to lead the way, suing the CDM didn’t make sense anymore.

Clearly the doomers negotiated the leveling help in exchange for dropping the suit. Everyone knew it even if it was never explicitly stated. Leveling slots reserved for CDM like me were traded to appease the churches. Simple as that.

When Enforcer Chapman called us into the conference room for an all-hands meeting, she said she had an update on the suit brought by crawlers. I expected a similar sort of announcement, that the CDM had reached an agreement with the crawlers somehow, and the suit was going away.

“We’ve received word that the crawler suit is being amended,” Chapman began. “The complaints now include RAID, so the microscope is on its way. This is not the time to miss an active monitoring check or to get sloppy on logs. 

“For private property blackouts, err on the conservative side for the indefinite future. Assume that everything you do is subject to scrutiny. If you wouldn’t want it read out loud in a courtroom, don’t put it in writing. And that means in your social lives as well.

“Please actively check your emails. We may need to amend procedures unexpectedly as the suit progresses, and it’s very important that we keep up on the latest standards, as unreasonable as they might sound sometimes. Now, I can try to answer any questions you have, but what I’ve been told is limited.”

“Is this because of the drone crash?” Megan asked.

“Ostensibly. The argument is that the drones ultimately make harvest sites more dangerous for workers and therefore should have their use discontinued.”

Cortez raised his hand. “Should we be worried about our jobs?”

“I wouldn’t jump to that conclusion. Nothing has actually happened yet, and our orders are the same. We are proactively being more attentive. No one has mentioned shuttering RAID. With the budget invested in these pilot programs, I don’t see the CDM ending the program willingly. That’s my personal opinion and not the view of the CDM. Yes, Osheski, you can ask another question.”

“Has there been any word on what brought the drones down?”

“All of our crashes have been deer rifles or shotguns. In Seattle, only one of their downed drones was shot. The other crashes there were from a signal interruption. Essentially, the drone is forced to accept new GPS data as fact, and that data tricks them into nosediving.”

“Weaponized tech bros,” Cortez joked. He dropped his eyes when he caught Chapman’s glare.

“That’s all I have for you. Dismissed.”

We knew better than to gossip about the future of RAID in the middle of the day when Chapman was around, so other than a few text messages, little was said. There wasn’t much to say, really. Nothing of significance had actually rolled down from the top of the hill to hit us. Not yet.

An investigative piece published in a major New York newspaper that morning reached the RAID room a few hours after Chapman’s meeting. This particular journalist had a track record for interviewing unlikely subjects, so his word was enough for most to believe that his unnamed crawler source was legitimate. Supposedly, the source was in the top 1% of crawlers in the United States and part of a major guild.

The title of the article was “Top Tier Crawler Argues that CKing is an Important Tradition.”

A few select quotes received the majority of the attention. For example:

“My grandfather went right from killing nazis to killing monsters. His leadership locked down gate patrols for our town and made sure they got closed. It was one of the first places in the country to do it, and that became the blueprint. 

“Nobody wants to talk about this, but doomers crashed gates all the time back then because they wanted them to surge. They wanted the rapture to move forward, and they were willing to kill crawlers if that’s what it took. In a dungeon gate, you have to protect your party over everything else. If it’s in the dungeon, it’s not your friend.”

And this soundbite especially generated conversation: “Killing crashers has been a necessity from the beginning, and that has never changed.”

“How can they be so casual about killing people?” Beth texted me. 

“I’m sorry.”

“Will this affect the Baker Bill at all?”

“I don’t think so. That’s probably why the source came forward at all.”

“I hate them.”

“Me too.”

Next to me in the RAID room, Cortez laughed incredulously. “This is crazy. ‘My grandfather went right from killing nazis to killing monsters.’ Goddamn white saviors. You know what my great-granddad did during the war? He sat in an internment camp because he looked Japanese even though he was one hundred percent Mexican. 

“The people in the camps and a bunch of convicts were the first sent into the gates. They were expendable. That’s who the early crashers killed. Not war heroes. Then everyone figured out how big of a deal earning levels was, and the script flipped. They weren’t allowed in gates anymore. Can’t let the negroes or the wetbacks get too powerful, you know?”

“Sorry, man,” I offered. I didn’t know what else to say.

“He talked about the gates the way soldiers in documentaries talk about Normandy. Back then, jumping into a gate was like getting dropped on a battlefield. He saw a bunch of friends die, and monsters weren’t the only killers, you got me?”

I nodded.

“Fuck. I need to go for a walk.” Cortez pushed out his chair and ventured toward the elevators.

“Think he’ll be okay?” Megan asked with a whisper.

“I didn’t know any of that about his family,” I said. “This is shitty to say, but it sounded like he had been angry about all that for a long time. Today just salted the wound.”

“So he’s got a lot of practice dealing with this?”

“Yeah.”

“Why is that shitty to say?”

“Because it makes it seem like old anger is less important or less dangerous because it's old. That’s not how I mean it, but I can see someone taking it that way."

Megan nodded and scooted back into her cube.

Truthfully, I wanted to think about anything but the events happening around me. I didn’t sleep when I got back from my parents’ house, and I was still sore from having my puppet strings yanked again after so long.

To occupy my mind, I checked in on my monster sighting project. Only one additional troll had been logged, and the EPA was already aware of it. The other dozen or so sightings were goblins, but only about half of those had an obvious SOC nearby.

At the start of this effort, the goblin appearances seemed random, but for one batch of them, an epicenter seemed to emerge. I discounted it at first because the Youghiogheny River flowed close by. Goblins couldn’t cross the river, so my epicenter was based on half of a circle rather than a full circumference.

I kicked myself for not recognizing that before.

Whitsett was the nearest town. The EPA demolished it a few years back, so it technically no longer existed, but knowing the town name would help with researching the area. 

Technically, this investigation was drifting away from CDM work and into Dungeon Divas hunt prep, but if Enforcer Chapman got on my case, I could argue that I was investigating data we collected.

At any rate, Whitsett was an old coal mining town. No surprise there. The town used to have a “sky ferry” that allowed miners from across the river to come to the Whitsett side to work. Six miners at a time could rise in what I gathered was something akin to a ski lift. That was an interesting factoid, but it wouldn’t help me find a goblin nest.

The Darr Mines were the most famous coal mines in the region. Open lanterns ignited coal dust and caused an explosion, killing 249, but that location didn’t match my epicenter.

The Banning #1 Mine was close to Darr, but still not it… The Banning #2 Mine. That mine was closest to Whitsett, but I couldn’t find an exact location. The operation was substantial at one time, so even if the town was flattened, there was a chance pieces of Banning #2 Mine remained.

I dumped my research into a group chat with Megan and Nathan. 

“do we have another SOC picked out yet?” Nathan asked in reply.

“Slim pickings right now.”

“maybe that’s the hunt for this trip. we head out to that area and send kimmy out to look around. all the leaves are down at least.”

Megan popped over my cube wall and gave me a thumbs-up before disappearing again.

“Megan’s in. I am too.”

“once again, kimmy is the real mvp.”
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                    Patreon readers are on chapter 40ish: https://www.patreon.com/c/marshalcarper

 

Just reading the premise for this story gave me a sensible chuckle. The necromancer is an isekaied séance scammer. In other words, he pretended to talk to the undead, which creates some... challenges for what is expected of him in his new life.
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The Necromancer Who Can't Raise The Dead – So He Built An Earth Civilization Instead





In a world of magic and dragons, where humanity’s greatest hope is the Summoned Heroes. The Church of the Goddess, the only institution capable of performing the summoning ritual, did what any reasonable institution would do.

They made a catalogue.

Why rely on fate when you can have a price list?

Different tiers. Different classes. Different budgets.

From premium, battle-tested champions, to “affordable” options for struggling kingdoms. Because even the poor deserve their own personal hero.

Unfortunately, one such “budget-conscious” kingdom had a brilliant idea. Why not buy a cheap Necromancer? After all, an army of the undead doesn’t need salary, benefits, or pension. Perfect investment.

Instead… they got Theo.

A professional séance scammer. A man who made a living talking to the dead without ever actually summoning them. Now living his second life as a hero, he still couldn’t. A necromancer who couldn’t control the dead, with no summoning skills, and worst of all, he grows at only one quarter the normal rate. A defective product they said. So they did the logical thing.

They threw him away.

But Theo isn’t the type to despair. He’s the type who survives. Because what no one knows is, he can summon the dead, even though his system only allows him to summon souls from Earth. Now exiled in the most dangerous region of the world, Theo begins his rise. Not with undead monsters, but with the greatest minds and figures in Earth’s history.

From Archimedes

to Nikola Tesla,

Julius Caesar

to George S. Patton,

Leonardo da Vinci

to… Steve Jobs?

Men who shaped civilizations, now answering to a scammer. Together, they will build an entire civilization. A kingdom forged from Earth’s greatest minds to devour other kingdoms in Civara… and perhaps even the Goddess herself.

There is just one problem.

Right next door lies the Demon Kingdom, And it has been waiting to devour Civara–long before Theo ever arrived.















                

                “This might be as close as we can get,” I said, coming to a stop on Route 51. 

I didn’t dare pull all the way off the side for fear that my car would never get back out. The snow-packed roads were already challenging enough. We hadn’t seen anyone else out here, so I could probably have parked lengthwise across the road, and it would have been perfectly fine.

“The river’s only half a mile from here,” Nathan observed, studying his own phone screen. “We could save ourselves the hike and stay here while Kimmy goes ahead.”

“I like that idea,” Megan said.

I agreed.

“We should film this, though,” she added, and she was right.

Once we had that sorted, Nathan launched Kimmy, and we watched her journey on his laptop screen. The process was an unexciting grid search. The trees might have been bare, but snow had recently fallen. If we zoomed out too far, we could easily miss something as simple as a cabin with snow on the roof.

For the first hour, we saw trees and snow interrupted only by a few piles of garbage, an old engine block, and what was left of a house foundation. We neared two hours of scanning when we finally spotted our first goblins. Several gathered firewood while a few attempted to fish the river despite the temperature.

From above, seeing the shape of their trails was surprisingly easy now that we had starting points. They wore paths in the snow until they were mud, painting a network of footpaths all through the woods. Tracing them back to a hub didn’t take much time, and what a hub it was.

They looked like concrete bunkers of mismatched sizes, but really they were the only parts of the mining operation that were too big of a pain to tear down. We almost missed them, to be honest, but a highlighter-pink graffiti tag saved the day. The goblins had converted Banning #2 Mine into a fortress. 

Our over-the-ant-hill view made them seem exceptionally industrious. Even in the cold, over 30 of them were out of the nest doing chores, making this infestation at least as large as the Chestnut Ridge nest. Potentially over 100 goblin grunts, a few shamans, and maybe even a king or a champion. 

“There’s your problem,” Nathan said.

Megan giggled.

“Seriously, though, that’s a heck of a nest.”

I nodded that I agreed.

Megan added, “We could repeat the poisoning exercise.”

“I don’t think I want to make that a regular part of our process. I thought for sure I was going to end up poisoning myself.”

“I’m glad you said that. I didn’t really want to go that route either, but if it’s off the table, what options do we actually have?”

“We do have Kimmy now, but I know we can’t clear a nest that big, no matter how good the scouting is,” I answered.

“A few levels and most of the nest except for a long or champion is manageable,” Megan added. When she saw my mouth hanging open, she asked, “What?”

“Me and you clearing everything but a king?”

“Or champion. We’re getting pretty good at this, and we’re both running dex builds. We’re designed for big groups of goblins. The right plan and positioning, we’d manage.”

“I think I agree with you, actually,” I admitted. “Maybe we can use the frost giant playbook.”

“Thermite?” Nathan asked.

“Low-tech is what I mean.”

“Thermite is low-tech?”

“No, shh,” I said. “They hit them with big rocks first. Maybe a dumb trap with enough force solves the goblin king issue.”

Megan raised an eyebrow. “Is that really a gamble you want to make?”

“No, not really. I’m just trying to think of something.”

We continued scouting the area. The goblin trails were numerous, making me certain that this was our goblin nest epicenter. The other goblins the CDM spotted with RAID were likely either scouts from this nest or new tribes that broke off of the original.

“Look at that,” Megan said suddenly. “There. Watch that one.”

What I thought was a rock at first glance was actually a hole. The goblin Megan pointed out sat on its butt, scooted toward the edge, and spun itself to climb down, disappearing beneath the forest.

“That's a lovely wrinkle,” I said. “How many of those do you think there are?”

Nathan switched the view to thermal. The hole turned into a little, slightly warm puddle. The activity in the tunnels retained some level of heat, it seemed. How many underground goblins did you need to generate that much ambient heat?

“I see five already holes,” Nathan said as the drone zoomed out.

Megan pointed at the screen. “There's six, and that's seven.”

“If they're that good at tunnels, how good are they at traps?” I asked.

“Flanking risks galore,” Megan added. “Kimmy would help, but knowing where they are doesn't stop them from surrounding us.”

We spent the next hour mapping the area, charting trails and hidey-holes. The ones that we could find, anyway. There was no guarantee that all of the tunnels at that moment were warm enough to register on the thermal.

We brought Kimmy back and shot a promo for Gate Girl Glitter. Since we wore helmets, Kimmy was the only one actually wearing any of the product, which looked as ridiculous as it sounds.

According to Beth, they initially asked for close-up shots of our lips as we applied the gloss. When Nathan heard she shut that down, he was distraught. He felt that would be a fantastic way to reveal that one of the Divas was a dude. Let them see the scruff around my mouth as I slop on glittery goodness and make pouty lips.

Scouting footage wasn't riveting content, but we hoped the story aspect would hold people over. If we were lucky, we would get a repeat of the Chestnut Ridge series, and people would watch it all from start to finish once they got a taste of the action.

If we could find a way to tackle this nest, that is.



The settler dry spell had officially hit. Nobody on the RAID project had been called in for a gate in days. Enforcer de Saint was especially frustrated, I think. She had gone her entire internship never running a gate, and now that she was ready to take that leap, there were no opportunities available.

In the time since we last spoke about an enchanter build, she only got as far as level 3.

A few thousand XP to share amongst our team would have gone a long way for morale. The scrutiny on us because of the lawsuit meant our daily work not only had to be perfect, but we also had to spend hours with internal auditors going over footage. We had to justify any time we adjusted a privacy blackout or removed the blackout temporarily because of crawler or harvester movement, even though the logs already contained that exact information.

My extracurricular project with the EPA earned me bonus time with the auditors. They weren't particularly impressed, but the auditors also didn't show any obvious hints that they were concerned. They still wanted to know everything, though.

Having someone question your every choice was exhausting.

“Do you know what Beth wants?” Megan asked when I got back to my desk.

“Huh?”

“Check your phone,” she said.

Beth had texted me sometime during my talk with the auditors. It read:

“Can you, Nathan, and Megan be at the apartment tonight for dinner? I have a surprise.”

“I don’t have a clue,” I admitted to Megan. “I hate surprises.”

Megan laughed. “Me too. It’s going to bother me all day.”

“If I learn anything, I’ll let you know.”

Beth had moved in with Megan, and this would be my first night over since helping with her things. She practically floated through the apartment when Nathan and I arrived. Nathan immediately asked about the surprise. Beth refused to tell him until we all sat down for dinner.

“Your apartment is bigger than ours,” I mused to Megan. “Why haven't we been hanging out here instead of at our place?”

“My roommate was a trauma nurse. Her sleep schedule was all over the place, and I didn't want to disturb her.”

“Figures you'd have an excuse that's actually kind of nice.”

Megan laughed.

Beth called us to the table.

She made shepherd’s pie, a multilayer meal of beef, mushrooms, green beans, and then mashed potatoes. It was my mom’s recipe. Feeling that specific texture of crispy cheese teleported me back in time to family dinners, sitting around the table for a late meal after Bible study. 

I had no doubts that leaving the church was the right choice to make, but it wasn’t all bad. The green beans in the recipe were always from our garden, either freshly picked or from the canning we did ourselves. I liked helping in the garden, and eating anything I had a hand in growing gave me a unique kind of fulfillment. 

My dad loved shepherd’s pie, so he was always in a good mood too when we had it for dinner. His praise for my mom’s cooking brought a rare warmth to her smile. He was happy. She was happy. For all the bad, we had some good times. 

Beth’s shepherd’s pie was good, but store-bought beans weren’t the same.

“The Dungeon Divas got an interesting email,” she said, setting stapled packets on the table in front of me and Megan.

“Whoa. You printed those out?” Nathan asked. “Who even has a printer these days?”

“I went to a copy shop.”

“So this must be a big deal.”

Her smile was so sincere, so proud and happy. I hadn’t seen her like that since before Jonathan died.

She gestured for us to read them.

As we did, Beth explained, “Nad-Nade wants to sponsor the Dungeon Divas.”

Holy shit. Nad-Nade was a big-time energy drink company. They sponsored all sorts of crawlers and a myriad of extreme sports athletes. The papers in front of me were a contract.

“I talked with their Director of Influencer Marketing for an hour and a half,” Beth continued. “They think wild monster hunts are an untapped market. Viewership for the frost giants was crazy high, which I didn’t think was surprising, but they have a theory that the Dungeon Divas are benefitting from a similar interest: People care more about monsters in their backyards than they do about monsters in the wilds. The danger feels more real.”

“This is like a dream,” Megan said, turning the pages of her contract.

“They also dig the secret identity angle. ‘Hot and mysterious badasses’ is how she described it on the phone.”

Nathan choked on his food and laughed through his coughs. By the time he recovered, his eyes were bloodshot and watery.

“I don’t want to hear it,” I warned.

“You’re right. It’s rude to catcall a woman.”

Turning my whole body to face Beth, I asked, “How would this work?”

Beth’s smile stretched even wider. “They saw the scouting video you did at that mine and had an idea: Nad-Nade helps the Divas level, makes it part of a show they’re sponsoring, and you put out supplemental material on the channel about that process. Then you come home and clear the nest with your new strength.”

“Wait,” I said. “What does that actually mean?”

“They are launching a new reality show with these guys who specialize in helping people level, specifically the rich and famous. They go out of the country, and they run gates.”

Megan leaned forward so quickly that her chair made an awful groan as it dragged across the floor. “No fucking way.”

These outfits weren't a secret. Most people called them “boosters,” but only a few people could afford to hire them. If a trust fund kid leveled, it was often because they were escorted into wild gates by specially trained boosters.

“If they like the engagement we get, they'll sign a longer sponsorship contract.”

“LootLootLouis is sponsored by Nad-Nade,” Nathan said. “You’re saying there’s a chance Meg and Dor get to do a run with someone like him?”

Beth raised her hands. “Let's not get too ahead of ourselves. For the record, they expect Kimmy to be there too.”

Nathan tilted his head. “What did you say?”

“I said this is an invitation for you too. They like Kimmy a lot, actually.”

“Whoa,” Nathan whispered.

Beth continued, “I also think this will help us get more sponsors. If Nad-Nade is promoting the Dungeon Divas, that’s really good for Frank and for Ironskin and for Gate Girl Glitter. Other sponsors would probably agree.”

Ironskin was the rashguard brand that sponsored Megan. They specialized in comfortable beneath-armor performance wear.

“I can’t believe this,” Megan gasped.

Frank’s sponsorship was paid for with an ironwood bow and Beth’s internship. Ironskin paid in product but put a lot of effort into pushing our content around to help their marketing, which helped attract more viewers for our channel. 

Gate Girl Glitter was our first real sponsorship, something more than a handshake and a trade. The money wasn't incredible, but it was something. This Nad-Nade offer was a whole new level, but this wasn’t as easy in my mind as signing the agreement.

“We’re already worried about scheduling,” I said to Megan. “What are the chances Chapman actually approves the time off for a trip like this?”

“I know this won't make us quit-your-job money,” she began, “but maybe it’s enough for me to quit mine. That way we only have to work around your schedule, and I can get a filler job for the other hours.”

“I’m not letting you take that risk. It isn’t fair for you to throw your career with the CDM away while I play it safe.”

“I offered, Dor. I’m a big girl, and the opportunity is worth it. Now Beth, you said they liked the secret identity angle?”

“Everyone involved would sign an NDA,” Beth explained. “The people on set would meet the real yous, but none of that would be revealed on air. Remember that these boosters are used to clients wanting their privacy respected. The woman at Nad-Nade said they already expected to have to hide your identities and were fine with it.”

“How much time do we have to decide?” I asked Beth.

“They want to hear back from us by Tuesday next week, at the latest.”

“That fast?”

“We would fly out the week after. I think one of their original guests canceled, so the Divas are a last-minute replacement.”

“So we talk to Chapman tomorrow?” Megan suggested.

“And tell her what exactly? That I'm a Dungeon Diva? She already doesn't take me seriously.”

“I thought about this already,” Beth interrupted. “You won the chance to level from an energy drink contest. That's all you say, and it's the truth.”

I turned to Megan. “I'm willing to brave Chapman for this.”

Megan asked Nathan, “What about your work schedule?”

He shrugged. “Works out well for me. We've got a slowdown coming up. Hours were going to be scarce anyway.”

“That’s-” I started, but Megan’s phone buzzed.

“Hello? Yes, I can be there. Okay, thanks.”

She was already on her feet. “I got a gate to clear. I’m serious about talking to Chapman tomorrow.”

“So am I,” I said.

Megan bent over to hug Beth. “Thank you so much for doing this.”

“I didn’t do anything. They emailed us.”

“You negotiated with a billion-dollar brand. That’s something for sure.”

Beth blushed. 

“Proud of you,” I added, giving Beth a hug myself.
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                “You were both offered this opportunity?” Enforcer Chapman asked, her hands steepled in front of her chest as she sat back in her desk chair.

“Correct,” Megan answered.

“No notice isn’t very professional.”

“We found out about it last night and came to you this morning,” Megan said. “We agree it’s short notice and wish we had heard earlier.”

Chapman’s gaze shifted to me. 

That couldn’t be good.

“Enforcer Osheski has an exemplary record,” Chapman began. “You, not so much. With your performance, why should I bend over backwards to accommodate this request?”

“I understand your position. I would hope the quality of my fieldwork demonstrates my potential and my commitment to the CDM. Levels would make me even more useful.”

“Your inspection rates are on par with the rest of the team.”

“I’m not talking about inspection rates, ma’am.” 

Chapman knew I was undercover for George Baker’s arrest. She saw the video, shot from a hidden camera in my helmet, of him smiling about the prospect of killing me and the other crashers.

When her eyes narrowed, I was certain she picked up on my meaning. I felt Megan shift next to me, shooting me confused looks. She had deduced that Jonathan was CKed, but she didn’t know I was involved in Baker’s arrest or that I had gone undercover on multiple occasions.

“You believe you could put these levels to use in your fieldwork?" Chapman asked.

“I would welcome that opportunity, yes.”

“Those are big words, and it would be disappointing to learn they were empty.”

“I believe my openness to fieldwork despite my low level and limited training is proof my words aren’t empty.”

Chapman nodded slowly. “I’ll give you an answer by the end of the day.”

“Thank you,” Megan and I said in unison before leaving her office.

When the elevator doors shut and it was just Megan and me, I said, “That went better than I expected.”

“I don’t know what card you played back there, but she sure knew what you were talking about.”

“Just fieldwork.”

Megan rolled her eyes. “Yeah, sure, Dor. Don’t worry. I won’t pry.”

“Thank you.”

The rest of the day was the same old tedium of working RAID while auditors looked over our shoulders. We were a new pilot program, and most of the team were entry-level CDM, either pulled from active internships or selected shortly after an internship concluded. Fine-tooth-combing our work at this stage was unreasonable.

We were told from the outset that mistakes and problems were expected in an initiative as new as this. That wouldn’t excuse blatant negligence, but the questions we got were structured as if RAID had been around for years, and our practices and procedures were etched in stone.

By the end of shift, neither Megan nor I had heard from Chapman, but my email dinged on my drive home.

I checked it at a stoplight.

Chapman approved our unpaid time off. The Nad-Nade excursion was officially a go. The Dungeon Divas had a chance at the big time. 



The four of us–me, Megan, Nathan, and Beth–flew from Pittsburgh to Los Angeles, where we met Chrissy, our new Nad-Nade point of contact. Our layover was only a couple of hours, and she had reserved an airport lounge where we could meet and talk privately before boarding our next flight. 

Chrissy wore dark-rimmed glasses, a messy bun, flip-flops, blue jeans, and a Nad-Nade t-shirt. A high-fashion luggage set was on the floor next to her.

“I recognize Beth from the conference calls,” she said, stepping forward to hug Beth. “So if she’s the manager, that means you three are the Dungeon Divas.”

Nathan and I waved awkwardly. 

“First of all, we work with a lot of crawler influencers, and they all value their privacy. Let me assure you that our production crew has a lot of practice at keeping identities and other life details a secret. We’ve invested in your brand, and the last thing we want to do is to be the ones who poisoned it. There won’t be any leaks on our side, so if you are just as careful, we won’t have any issues.

“We have a lot more flying ahead of us,” she added as she passed out printed itineraries. “We’ll have a brief layover in Honolulu, Hawaii, before flying to Taiwan. We’ll land in Taoyuan International, switch planes, and fly to Penghu.”

Chrissy pointed to a map of Taiwan and traced a straight line from the northernmost tip of the island to a small batch of islands west of the country’s primary landmass. 

“Then we’ll take a van to the headquarters for Bluewater Security Limited. They’re outfitted to house the rich and famous, so I think you’ll approve of the accommodations, and you won’t need to worry about looking over your shoulders at that point. They are known for their discretion. Once you’re settled and briefed, they will take you to the mainland by helicopter to their base of operations.”

When I looked around the room, I was relieved to see I wasn’t the only one wide-eyed at how real this suddenly felt. Beth, Megan, and Nathan even looked a little white. I hoped I was–outwardly–handling this better, but I knew I probably looked even more overwhelmed than they did.

Though our layovers stopped in exotic places, we wouldn’t have time to see anything but the inside of those airports. Hawaii and Taiwan both sounded like interesting countries to me. 

When we learned in school that Hawaii used to be a US territory, I always found that hard to picture. Yes, yes, Pearl Harbor was an important moment in the war, but the arrival of dungeon gates galvanized a renewed push for Hawaiian independence. 

The US military pulled back to defend the larger cities on the mainland, leaving Hawaiians to manage the gates themselves. Now Hawaiian crawlers were widely known for being exceptionally skilled, and the territory returned to being a sovereign nation.

I knew even less about Taiwan, and the photos online made it look ultra-futuristic. Seeing Penghu was technically seeing Taiwan, but that little collection of islands had to be much different from the densely populated island that housed the majority of the nation’s people.

“Any questions?” Chrissy asked.

Megan raised her hand. “Should we be posting now about the trip?”

“Yes, please. If something is off-limits, we’ll say so. Until that happens, post everything. Each airport, what you eat, the view out the windows–You’re on an adventure, so take your viewers along with you. The main Nade channels won’t repost everything, but they will be amplifying your content regularly. Obfuscate any location data, though. Even if someone could figure out where you are from the picture, don’t say so and don’t confirm any guesses. Remember, your NDA is good until the show airs. This is part of honoring that.”

Chrissy waited to see if we had more questions. When we didn’t, she said, “Next flight leaves in an hour. You’re welcome to come and go from this lounge as you please. Just be back here on time.”

With that, Chrissy ventured into the airport, pulling her roller carry-on along behind her.

“This is surreal,” Nathan said. “Are we really here doing this?”

Megan rubbed his back.

“It all happened so fast too,” he added. 

Megan smiled. “Letting Beth help us was the smartest thing we ever did.”

“They reached out to us,” Beth argued. “I didn’t have to do anything.”

“Girl, Dungeon Divas could exist without you, technically, but holy hell would it suck. What the channel is now? You’re a huge part of that.”

Beth blushed and looked at her feet.

“I agree with Megan,” I said. “We’re all here because of you. Who would have thought you’d end up in crawler management?”

Nathan stood to stretch. Through his grunts, he said, “I’m glad Frank or Milly’s didn’t make it hard for you.”

“Frank is really impressed by this, actually,” Beth replied. “He didn’t expect the Dungeon Divas to be more than a small marketing experiment.”

“And now his work is ending up on a reality show.”

“Exactly.”

“I’m going to go walk around for a bit,” Nathan said. “Anyone want to join me?”

“I want to try and nap,” Megan answered.

“I’ll come,” Beth replied, hopping to her feet. “Are you staying here, Dor?”

“Yeah, I can watch your stuff. Keep Nathan out of trouble, please.”

When they exited the lounge, Megan asked, “What’s bothering you?”

“Nothing.”

She sighed disappointedly at me.

“Okay, fine,” I conceded. “I think we have a lot we need to figure out before we are waist-deep in this. Do we come clean to viewers that I’m a dude? Nad-Nade has been good about it, but what if another sponsor asks us to do something in person? Christ, what if we get the chance to collaborate with a big crawler? I don’t know how we fake it, and I don’t see them keeping our secret.”

“I thought of most of that too,” she said. “How do you feel about crossdressing?”

“It’s the big elaborate lie I’m worried about.”

“We’ve never actually mentioned our genders on the channel. A diva can be a guy, but everyone just assumed we were both women. I mean, you’re not a very cute girl, Dor. Even with the helmet on. No one should be surprised.”

“I hate that I’m offended by that.”

“That you’re not a cute girl?”

“Yeah.”

Megan laughed. “The internet disagrees with me, though, so don’t be too offended.”

“Har, har.”

“I say we just don’t correct anyone who assumes, and we just keep doing what we’re doing. If we need to do a reveal, then we do it. Maybe we won’t ever need to.”

“Feels risky,” I said.

“Well, we could reveal it now and see what happens. Or, we could make our money and hope people laugh if it ever does come out.”

“I don’t know.”

“What we’re doing is no different than working under a pen name, in my mind,” Megan continued. “We haven’t lied to anyone, and I agree that we never should lie. I think the cover is worth the brand risk, and that extra protection has to be good for whatever your real job at the CDM is.”

I nodded.

She pulled me into a hug. “This is a good thing. Don’t forget to enjoy it.”



We arrived in Honolulu at 8 p.m. local time and departed a short while later, so we didn’t get much of a view of the islands. I thought we’d see a glittering oasis in the ocean of black when we got close enough, but Chrissy explained that light pollution laws in Hawaii were strict. Native species suffered even before the gates arrived, so the nation made preservation a top priority. Dimmer, motion-activated streetlights were one small piece of that effort.

Taiwan was a different story. Approaching that island was like flying toward a sunrise of neon. Taipei, the capital, was sprawling yet densely packed with skyscrapers, many featuring giant LED billboards or elaborate decorative lights that highlighted the unique architecture of each building. Supposedly the city was powered entirely by mana crystals, as was their extensive public transportation system.

Taipei 101, the world’s tallest building, shined over the city. Inspired by the natural segments of bamboo, Taipei 101 was built with distinct tiers stacked on top of each other, concluding with a glittering lookout point at the top. That night, Taipei 101 was lit up with emerald green.

“It’s like a sci-fi city,” Nathan said, equally transfixed by the view out our airplane windows. “And it looks so clean. Like sparkly clean.”

Beth didn’t say anything, but she was clearly enraptured by what she saw. This was a long way from our little church town in West Virginia. Like me, she probably believed that seeing a place like this in person was an impossibility, that we could never get so far from our original bubble.

But we didn’t get to see any more of Taipei than that. We transferred to a smaller plane and made the short trek to Penghu. These islands were brightly lit, but on a scale of Hawaii to Taipei, this felt much more like flying into Honolulu, where there was a distinct area of development while the area around it was more humble.

Chrissy guided us into a plain white van, briefly speaking Taiwanese with the driver. I didn’t speak Taiwanese, but I knew no part of that conversation had statements like “please, drive carefully” or “we aren’t in a rush” because we rocketed away from the tiny airport and into the dark of night, traveling ludicrously fast over a few bridges and through areas that felt strangely like the South Hills of Pittsburgh in terms of population. We eventually arrived on an island thick with green trees save for the campus of Bluewater Security Limited.

Most of it was out of sight behind walls as we drove in, but Chrissy said the grounds included hotel-style accommodations for guests, a private airport, a dock, and then several buildings devoted to employee housing.

An army of bellhops met us at the door. Most of them were there to take our luggage, but a few carried trays with fresh ice water and warm towels. They escorted us directly to the fifth floor, the highest in this particular building, and gave us keycards for our rooms.

“Before all of you scatter,” Chrissy said, standing in the hallway with us as our luggage was deposited into our respective rooms. “It’s almost 5 a.m. local time. Our day starts at noon sharp, so be in the lobby by then. If you’re hungry or thirsty, there’s a phone and menu for room service inside. Try to get some sleep. Goodnight.”

My personal room was as large as my entire apartment in Pittsburgh. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooked the ocean. In addition to my big fluffy bed, I had a couch, two chairs, a desk, and a gleaming bathroom the size of my bedroom at home. 

I know that this wasn’t an all that impressive hotel room in the grand scheme of things, but it was my first time staying in a place anywhere near this nice. To me, this felt like being royalty.

When I got out of the shower, I heard a gentle knock at my door. Beth stood in the hallway with a pillow and blanket in her arms. Her hair was still wet from the shower.

“This is embarrassing to ask, but I don’t want to sleep alone,” she said, her eyes downcast shamefully.

I held the door open for her. “Neither do I.” 
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                After a brief lunch, the four of us were given a tour of the Bluewater campus. Since you have probably seen the show, I’ll spare you the blow-by-blow. It was big and luxurious, like the vacation resort version of a military base. The hotel had all the ammenities–a pool, a spa, world-class chefs, massage therapists–and the grounds were similarly opulent. We could use the movie theater or perhaps take a private lesson with one of the on-site crawl instructors.

Then when you were ready to go crawling, you went to the private helipad for a ride out.

I learned on this trip that I did not like helicopters, by the way.

If you saw the show, then you saw the Bluewater megayacht as well. That was our base of operations, and none of us were aware that it was going to be a boat. I pictured something far more rugged on the mainland with high walls and barbed wire to keep out wild monsters. 

The boat looked even bigger in person, and it had more amenities than the campus. What the cameras really failed to capture, though, was what it felt like to see the coast from the deck of the boat.

Miles of coastline with stretches of sandy beaches in between jagged rock formations ran from horizon to horizon. Most everything beyond the coastline was obscured by dense, lush jungle, dotted with patches of towering bamboo. Here and there, the odd structure poked through the green, but having sat since the 40s, very little of their original character was left. Behind those, rocky hillsides rose into the sky, hints of the larger, more fantastical mountains that could be found farther inland.

Enjoying all of this was a bit strange with a camera crew following us and pushing Nad-Nade cans into our hands at all times. We were assured our identities would not be revealed in the final footage, and I had hoped that would make the reality show filming process a bit less invasive.

It didn’t.

I don’t know how long the four of us stared at the view, but we were startled when a man with bronze-brown skin in military-style fatigues joined us in leaning into the railing.

“Beautiful, yes?” he asked. 

His accent was a combination of British and what I recognized as African, giving his speech a sort of upbeat, rhythmic cadence. I’m embarrassed to admit that my ear for the many languages and dialects on the African continent was poorly tuned, so I couldn’t immediately place what country he was from. I learned later that he was from Ethiopia originally.

He pointed to the right, roughly northeast from where we were anchored. “You see those islands? Those used to be a part of Xiamen, a trade hub between China and Taiwan. When you depart, ask the pilot to fly you in that direction. Much of the port is still standing. Feels like going back in time, but I like all the shipwrecks the best.”

Next he pointed west.

“Lingtong Mountain is that direction, and that’s roughly the direction we’ll go. Depends on the gates, you see, but I hope we get that far. They’re beautiful.”

“Sorry, I’m Nathan.” My best friend offered his hand.

“Ah yes, I am Dawit,” the man said, shaking Nathan’s hand. “I will be your guide. Don’t worry, it will be more than me. My team is enjoying their time off below deck, but they will be ready to join us. I promise you this."

“It’s nice to meet you,” Megan said, beginning a round of the rest of us introducing ourselves and shaking Dawit’s hand.

“This is a good season to visit,” he continued. “Americans tend to dislike the summer months. Who am I kidding? I dislike them too. Hot, wet, sticky. Maybe that’s fun for a beach vacation, but not for crawling. If you please, I sought you out for more than handshakes. I’d like to see your kits. If you are missing something, better to know today on the boat instead of tomorrow on the mainland.”

We followed Dawit down a set of stairs covered in fuzzy blue carpet. He entered a code into a pinpad and then held the door open for us.

This was the Bluewater armory, or rather, one of the Bluewater armories. Swords, spears, axes, bows, a dozen different types of armor, tactical gear ranging from goggles to wetsuits–the room was packed. Two stainless tables occupied the center of the room, and our crawling gear sat upon them.

Nad-Nade provided several impact-resistant cases with foam-padded interiors to ensure our gear traveled safely.

I went first. Dawit watched as I unpacked my leathers. He nodded approvingly at my ironwood bow but raised an eyebrow when he saw my homemade, improvised gear.

“What is that?” he asked.

“This is… uhh… it’s a bandoleer.” I felt silly holding the scrappy sash in front of a serious crawler.

“Why so many flares?”

“Trolls.”

“I do not understand.”

“If we encounter a wild troll, flares are our solution for killing them.”

Dawit stared at the flares for a long time, perplexed. “I do not understand. We use incendiary grenades. Much more effective.”

I chuckled. “I’m pretty sure we’d go to jail if we tried to buy incendiary grenades.”

“But they are better.”

“Oh, I believe that. I wish they were an option.”

Eventually, Dawit moved on, asking, “And this?”

“That’s my crowbar sheath. Had to modify a sword sheath a little bit to make it work.”

He rocked his head back and forth. I took that to mean the presence of the crowbar made more sense to him than the flares.

“When you return to your country, you should consider breach pens.”

“What are those?” Nathan asked before I could.

“We used them in my previous career. They are like your flares but hot enough to cut through chains or deadbolts. If it were me, I’d prefer as hot as I could get.”

And I agreed. I made a mental note to look into breach pens when we got back to the States.

Next, we went through my other miscellaneous items, like my binoculars, my first aid kit, my blacklight spray paint, and my ninja tripwire firecrackers. I was surprised he didn’t ask about those.

Then we went through Megan’s kit. When we finished with her gear, he looked around the room.

“Apologies,” he said, addressing Nathan and Beth. “We seem to be missing your equipment. One moment, and I will find-”

Nathan waved his hands. “The two of us aren’t crawlers. I run the drone, and she’s our manager.”

“You do not intend to join the adventure?”

Nathan and Beth looked at one another.

“I kind of figured we’d be chilling out on the boat,” Nathan admitted.

Dawit frowned and pulled out his phone. He scrolled and poked for a few seconds. 

“My orders say we have four guests,” he said after a minute. “A level 8, 7, 3, and 1. Are those correct?”

Chrissy had asked us all for our levels, but I didn’t think that meant Nathan and Beth were going into gates.

“They are,” I answered.

“I do not know where the mix-up occurred,” Dawit began, “but we are prepared to guide the four of you.”

“You want me to follow them into a gate at level 1?” Nathan asked.

Dawit laughed. Shaking his head with a smile, he put a hand on Nathan’s shoulder. “We keep guests alive, so you do not need to worry. You and Miss Beth will be escorted to E gates near the coast. Mister Dorion and Miss Megan will enter Ds, Cs, and if luck favors us, a B. I believe we can have them leveled appropriately for that in the time we have.”

“We didn’t bring any gear,” Beth said.

Gesturing to the room around him, Dawit replied, “We are prepared for this. Now, we will not force you to go to the mainland if that’s not what you want. You are welcome to enjoy the accommodations, or my team can outfit you and take you leveling. The decision is yours.”

Beth looked at Nathan with wide eyes.

Sighing, Nathan asked, “You want to level, don’t you?”

She shook her head excitedly.

Nathan turned to me. “What do you think about this, Dor?”

“I think it’s your call, but this is a once-in-a-lifetime kind of deal. You won’t get a chance like this back home, ever.”

“I’ve never killed anything before, let alone gone into a gate.”

Dawit nodded. “This is not unusual. Many of our guests have no crawling experience. My team is accustomed to this precise scenario.”

“How many guests have died?”

“Only a few.” Dawit broke into laughter again and slapped Nathan on the back. “I am only joking. We have never lost a guest. Last week, we escorted a prince and two princesses. I cannot tell you their names, of course, but they were younger than you and level 1. They went home at level 5 and very much alive.”

After a deep breath, Nathan said, “Okay. I’ll do it.”

“Good choice. Good choice. We have equipment you may borrow.”



That evening, we sat on the deck of the yacht for dinner: a simple but refined steak, broccoli, and mashed potatoes. Nathan insisted he could taste the difference in quality between this luxury steak and what came out of a Giant Eagle at home, but I couldn’t. 

Since we had been filming all day, we were given the night off, which meant it was only us and the waitstaff.

Though we had hours of new experiences to discuss, we were exhausted. I missed the banter of being around a dinner table with family, but I also didn’t have the energy to lead the charge of starting a conversation. Beth rested her head on her hand for just a moment and nearly dozed off right there.

Some time around when my plate was mostly empty, the door behind the bar opened. A man with silver hair and a sharp haircut stepped through. His white button-up was open and flapping in the ocean breeze, and he wore little white boat shorts. Megan accidentally bumped her plate with her glass, and he startled at the clink.

He put a hand on his heart.

“Apologies. I didn’t know we had guests and am sorry to have disturbed you.”

“We’re fine,” Megan said. “Don’t worry about it.”

“You’re not the Whitmore children, are you? I thought you were older. No, can’t be.”

“Not us,” Nathan replied. “We’re the group with Nad-Nade.”

“Ah. You’re the marketing I heard about.” He stepped forward and offered his hand. "Leonard."

“I’m Megan, that’s Beth, then Nathan, and Dorion.”

“Pleased to make your acquaintance. Have you gone ashore yet?”

“Tomorrow morning,” Nathan answered.

“It’s quite the experience. You’re in excellent hands with our guides. I assure you. Now, if I may, I’d like to ask an embarrassing question. Embarrassing for me.”

We waited expectantly.

“What made you famous? I don’t watch television, you see. I much prefer to hear these kinds of stories in person.”

“Well, umm…” Megan began. She briefly summarized the story of our fight with the trolls in a high school and how it went viral during the frost giant coverage.

“Lovely story. Thank you, friends.” 

He dipped his head and went back to the bar. We exchanged confused glances with one another. Leonard fished around in the cabinets beneath the bar and emerged with a bottle of wine. His content smile fell for a moment as he seemed to ponder something.

He grabbed five wine glasses and came back toward our table.

“Might I join you for a bit? I am willing to offer wine in exchange.”

“Dude, sure,” Nathan said, “but I got to ask. Who are you? Are you one of the yacht staff?”

Leonard chuckled warmly to himself. “My manners. Tisk tisk. Bluewater is my company. One of them, rather.”

“Oh!” Nathan stood. “Sorry, sir. Of course you’re welcome to join us.”

The rest of us nodded, but I think our brains were still trying to catch up, so we didn’t say anything.

“Tell me. Hunting wild monsters is an entertainment trend these days, hmm?” 

He poured wine for each of us. I noticed Beth didn’t protest. I didn’t say anything to her about it, though.

Megan accepted her glass with a smile. “Not really. Other than the crawlers going into the real wilds, there’s not anyone else hunting like we do.”

“What made you decide to blaze this trail?”

Gesturing to me, Megan answered, “It was Dorion’s idea. Content was kind of an accident. We started doing it for the practice.”

“Practice for…?”

“The two of us are CDM. We’re trying to move up and thought sharpening our skills would help.”

Leonard sipped his wine. “Has it helped?”

“We only recently started, but we are getting better at it.”

“I see. Interesting times that wild hunts are entertainment, but I know I’m out of touch with these things.”

Beth cleared her throat. “What gave you the idea to start Bluewater?”

“I was paying guides to take me on crawls, and I thought the experience was needlessly miserable, so I started my own service and did it right. This is a side project, though. My grandfather founded a west coast guild, and I’m on the board. I spend half my time there and the rest of my time investing in research into mana crystals or anything interdimensional. I have a few factories in Botswana too, but those run themselves for the most part.”

Leonard looked around conspiratorially. 

“Between me, you, and this bottle of wine, Bluewater was one of the contractors chosen for New Eden. I hope that won’t take up too much of my day-to-day, though.”

“What will you be doing there?”

He gestured to the boat around him. “Mostly this, but we are also part of the border security effort. Confidence in the rest of the continent’s ability to keep gates at bay is low. My turn. What are your goals?”

“Levels and profit,” Megan answered immediately.

“Profit to do what?”

“There’s a place we want to buy and fix up so we can all move in together.”

“What then?”

“Pay our bills?”

“Surely you must want something more than that,” Leonard said. His eyes locked on me. “You, Dorion, right? You’ve been quiet. Tell me, what more do you want?”

“I want to experience what it’s like to not worry about my bills every minute of every day,” I said. “A bigger TV after that would be cool.”

“I have heard it said that your generation lacks ambition, but if that were the case, I doubt you would be sitting here with me right now. This boat was one of my goals. It motivated me to be the best version of myself. What is your boat? What bigger feats do you wish to accomplish?”

“I’d like to make custom bows,” Beth said. “Maybe open a shop or work at my teacher’s.”

“No,” Leonard said, shaking his head. “I fear you’re not understanding my question. Your white whales. Your biggest dreams.”

“I wouldn’t hate being rich,” I admitted, “but I don’t need a lot. I lived out of a backpack for a while, and more stuff just meant more headache. I guess traveling a little bit would be nice. See Europe or something. I can’t think of anything else, though.”

“Man’s natural condition is hunger, and what happens when you feed that hunger? You inevitably want more. When a man stops being hungry, he is on his way to death. You’ve started to taste success. You’ll see that there’s so much more you could build, and you’ll only get hungrier.”

Leonard looked at the faces around the table. 

“You’re all being sincere,” he observed, pursing his lips with confusion. “I won’t insult you by saying you lack ambition, because that’s clearly not true, but I admit I don’t understand it. Most of our clients are billionaires or millionaires who wish to become billionaires, the brightest minds of our generation–inventors, artists, humanitarians–and we can talk about aspiration and goals until the sun rises. But you four…” he tapped his cheek, thinking.

Then he abruptly stood.

“Thank you for the excellent conversation,” he said. “Please enjoy the rest of your stay, and I hope we get to do this again.”

Leonard left the bottle on the table. He grabbed three more from the bar, two of which were hard liquor, and disappeared through the door in the back.

Nathan frowned at his phone. “Well, according to this, ‘Leonard Resmith’ has more money than God. That’s fun.”

“This trip has definitely been interesting,” Megan said.

“He sounded a bit like my mom,” Nathan continued. “She was always super confused that I didn’t want a bunch of collectibles and other stuff. I was basically living like a monk in her eyes. Dor will tell you, her house was wall-to-wall stuff. Packed tight and organized just enough that no one accused her of being a hoarder. She never stopped bringing home new things to add to it.”

Beth tilted her head. “He reminded you of that?”

“His reaction to our lame goals.”

She turned to me. “Do you think we’re like that because of the church? All those verses about giving your wealth away on Earth to store up treasure in heaven instead, I mean.”

“I’d be lying if I said I didn’t notice the conditioning affects me sometimes still.”

“Do I agree with that idea because it’s right or because I was trained to?” Beth asked.

Nathan held up a hand. “Let me stop you right there. Dor and I have gone down this road several times in various states of inebriation, and I came up with the ultimate answer. Right, Dor?”

I nodded, my eyes starting to sag from how tired I was.

“Okay,” Beth said. “Tell me.”

“The thing that matters is being a good person now and in the future. How that came to be isn’t really important. When you’re talking about childhood shit, you’ll never be able to answer that question, and most of your childhood was out of your control anyway.”

Megan grinned. “You’re very handsome right now.”

“You like it when I talk philosophy?”

“Mmhmm.”

“Do you agree with him?” Beth asked me.

“Yep,” I answered. “A few pieces of our fucked-up childhood actually landed in the right places. I’ll take the win.”

Beth acknowledged my answer but didn’t reply. She stared down at her plate.

I patted her on the shoulder. “You’re doing fine. I’m going to bed.”

“Goodnight, Dor,” Megan said as I stepped away from the table.

I paused only a few paces away. “Uhh… Does anyone remember how to get back to our rooms?”

            


CDM 2, Chapter 27: Seminar


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from marshalcarper
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Ether Atlas - The Hidden Grid [litRPG, System Apocalypse, Ancient Mysteries]

by Lucas Arden


litRPG meets Da Vinci Code.In 1974, a stranger handed Gary Gygax the rules of D&D. Fifty years later, the world found out why.

The System is here. Millions are dead. Ancient monuments are humming with energy and human biology has become a character sheet. A conspiracy older than civilisation.

Arthur Ashworth is a structural engineer who reads monsters like damaged buildings. Donna Callas is a security consultant who fights like she was trained for this. Steve Parr is an archaeologist who just realised his entire career was fieldwork for the apocalypse. Their guide is an alien construct with strong opinions about human architecture and absolutely no intention of telling them anything useful.

They were a D&D party every Thursday. Now the dungeons are real, the monsters are real, the stats are real, and the ancient ruins they are raiding were built by something that has been watching humanity for thirty-five thousand years.

Over 200000 words written

What to expect:

[+] Real archaeology, real history, real geography. Every ruin the party visits is a place you can find on a map.

[+] Competent adults who solve problems with tools, not chosen-one luck.

[+] A hard system. Every level paid for in blood, bone, and rebar.

[+] Found family. A party that bickers like one, plans like one, and bleeds for each other like one.

[+] Fights that are short, brutal, and leave marks.

[+] An alien guide who is technically correct, conspicuously silent, and increasingly out of his depth.

 



Read Now →













                

                We took two boats to the coast the next morning, one for the crawl team accompanying Megan and me and another for the team accompanying Nathan and Beth. The ride was wet and cold, but I didn’t care. Seeing the wild coast of China grow larger and larger as we approached made me think of explorers of old. I wondered if they felt a similar sense of awe and discovery as I felt then. 

Such a beautiful place, wholly untamed. We were definitely not the first to set foot on a Chinese beach, but since the gates, that list was limited to a rare few, relative to the world’s population.

Our boats drove right up onto the sand. As we disembarked, I found my way to Nathan, despite us not riding in together.

“You okay?” I whispered.

“Bro, no. I’m scared shitless.”

“I get it, but you’re going to do alright. These guys have done this dozens of times, and your party is pretty fucking stacked for running E gates.”

Each group had six guides and two camera people, and the class makeup was the same for both groups: One ranger, two defenders, one white mage, and two black mages. I gathered that their method was fairly simple: the defenders Taunt non-stop while the white mage buffs. The black mages pitched in here and there, but mostly they were on standby to nuke the dungeon if things got too hairy.

Dawit was the ranger for our party. He carried a bow, a sword, and a pack. 

The defenders carried giant kite shields and both swords and maces. They wore black chainmail beneath their military fatigues, and pieces of platemail were tied to their packs. I assumed they would equip that armor when we reached a gate.

The mages looked like typical contract mercenaries, save for glistening rings and necklaces. Those were enchanted, and I realized all of our escorts likely had similar items, but they were hidden beneath gloves and armor. Oddly, the mages all carried quivers full of arrows. Those were for my benefit, I learned later, since I would need a lot of them.

My kit was mostly the same as it always was, but I was given a real bandolier with two incendiary grenades and a smoke signal strapped to it, and they gave Megan the same. Beth and Nathan were both given spears, and we were all given rings of Stoneskin, improving our damage resistance by 10%.

“You’re sure I can do this?” Nathan asked.

“Yes. After the first dungeon, you’ll feel a lot better. I promise.”

He swallowed. “Alright.”

I patted him on the back.

Dawit addressed everyone on the beach. “Both parties will take separate routes. Our guests need not worry. We have the locations for our chosen gates mapped out already, and we know the area well. We’ll camp twice and come back the third day. Any final questions?”

None of my group had any.

“Good crawling,” Dawit said and hiked into the woods. The skippers piloting the boats sped away, heading back to the yacht. 

One of our defenders and then a black mage followed directly behind Dawit. Then Megan and I came next, followed by the white mage and the other black mage. Our second defender brought up the rear. The camera operators changed positions frequently, sometimes trailing way behind, sometimes running ahead, and sometimes right in our faces. They didn’t seem worried about being separated from the party if we encountered a threat.

Apparently, Bluewater regularly searched this area for wild monsters to cull between guided trips. That didn’t mean we wouldn’t see wild monsters, but we were far less likely to run into something that posed a true threat to the group. When I first heard about this trip, I pictured monsters everywhere, but that wasn’t the case.

Losing a billionaire client in the wilds would be very bad for business, so Bluewater went to great lengths to make this process as safe as possible.

To be honest, that disappointed me. This sanitized version didn’t feel like the “real” wilds. 

But the hike was beautiful. The ghosts of old roads were still visible, giving us relatively clear paths to follow. At first, the ruins of old China were all around us. These used to be fishing villages, but nature had reclaimed most everything. Fishermen weren’t well-off, so their homes were made of wood and bamboo for the most part. Those materials didn’t last long in a tropical region prone to monsoons.

Occasionally, we left the road to use a well-trodden footpath, and then we’d be back on an old road again. Dawit never once looked at a map but still took every step with certainty. Seeing him so comfortable this far from civilization made the ranger class much more appealing in my mind. I wanted to have that level of confidence when I was off the grid.

We took a turn, and suddenly we were surrounded by stone masonry and had cobblestone streets beneath our feet. Though the jungle had wrapped everything in green, the bones of the town were still strong. 

Dawit stopped us in between two buildings and pointed across the way, and I knew immediately what he wanted us to see.

Amongst the ruins of smaller homes was a massive gray box with two pointed rooftops. The building had windows, but none near ground level.

“That is Zhaojiabao,” Dawit said. “The Zhao family castle. They fled here to escape the mongols and built this castle. Amazing that it’s stood since the 1600s, right?”

Megan and I nodded.

“Our itinerary does not bring us closer, unfortunately, but I thought you might enjoy the history.”

We nodded to that too. 

We made a few more turns and stopped in front of a freestanding mineshaft entrance.

This was an undead variant of a D-ranked goblin gate. With two defenders using Taunt and a white mage buffing us, we cleared the dungeon in two and a half hours and immediately set off for our next gate. 

I checked my XP progress:

XP Progress: 1342/6400

A little over 1100 XP for a D gate wasn’t bad. Megan and I getting nearly all of the kills definitely made a difference.

We reached the second D gate nearly two hours of hiking later. This was my first dungeon with kobolds, goblin-sized lizard-humanoids that loved spears and bows. The dungeon was a cave system, and we repeated the process from the first. The two defenders stood up front, used Taunt, and let the kobolds wail on them while Megan and I killed the monsters. Not a single spear or arrow seemed to bother the defenders. In fact, they hardly moved at all.

I checked my XP progress again:

XP Progress: 2657/6400

That run netted me a little over 1300 XP. 

The third gate was deep in the bush. Our speed slowed because of the terrain, and we arrived shortly before sundown. Surrounded by jungle, animal skins hung across a lone wooden door frame. I had never seen animal skins on a dungeon entrance before.

“This is a C gate,” Dawit announced.

Between the hiking and the back-to-back crawls, I was exhausted. I really hoped we weren't about to do a third gate, but Dawit stood by it like he was heading in at any moment.

Dawit nodded his head at one of the defenders and watched them enter the gate.

“We will run this gate in the morning,” Dawit added. “We will camp here.”

Megan and I looked around. There wasn’t an open, flat piece of ground anywhere near us.

The defender reemerged from the gate. “Gnolls. Campsite is clear.”

Dawit replied, “Thank you.” Then, to the rest of the group, he said, “Let’s go.”

We followed him into the gate. 

We exited into a wide ravine of red-brown rocks. A yellow sky with gray clouds was overhead. Though evening approached outside of the gate, the dungeon was lit like it was midday.

Dawit looked around at the dusty ground approvingly and dropped his pack. “We will camp here and run the dungeon in the morning.”

“I didn’t know we would camp inside of gates,” Megan said, more surprised than concerned.

“It is safest,” Dawit explained. “Monsters and animals will not enter a gate, so this protects us from a number of living dangers, many of which come out at night. I do not recommend being in the wilds after dark. The best part, though? No rain inside of most dungeons.”

“What if the monsters in here come this way?”

“We keep watch so that you may sleep without fear. In this dungeon, we aren’t likely to see any gnolls until we venture deeper.”

We ate sandwiches and rice in a brown sauce. They heated the rice in a pot over the fire. One of the mages even offered Megan and me wine. We declined, but apparently it was common for their other clients to treat this downtime like a luxury picnic. I knew that Dawit and his party were legitimate crawlers, and I didn’t dislike them. Trusting them enough to get sauced in a dungeon, though? Nope.

“Why haven’t we been collecting crystals?” I asked between bites of egg salad. 

“Client time is worth more,” Dawit answered simply. “We lose money if we slow down to harvest.”

All that money just left to disappear when the gate closed. Back home, crashers risked their lives to collect even a handful of D-ranked crystals, but here, they weren't worth the effort. I felt guilty every time we walked by a monster corpse and left it untouched. It was wasteful, but Dawit and his party weren’t bothered. That was their standard operating procedure, so it seemed mundane to them.

I thought I might struggle to sleep in a place with permanent daylight, but as soon as I closed my eyes, I was out.



Gnolls are essentially humanoid hyenas, preferring to be optimistic ambush predators rather than fight prey head-on. Most of them wielded smooth crafted clubs while a few exceptions were armed with spears or bows.

The dungeon itself was akin to the African savanna. Much of it was open field with tall grass, sometimes as tall as I was, punctuated by pockets of forest. The perimeter of the dungeon was surrounded by the same cliffsides we saw when we made camp. In the distance, they looked like walls, not something natural.

I was thankful Dawit was a ranger. Fifteen minutes into the trek through the grass, he raised a hand and pointed to multiple locations around us. One defender took position on either side of the party, and moments later, gnolls burst from the grass to attack.

They used the tall grass as cover, often traveling on all fours to stay completely hidden up until they pounced.

Dawit always knew they were coming, so we didn’t get caught by surprise a single time. On a few occasions, however, the black mages sniped enemies that either resisted Taunt or had managed to get too close to Megan or me. A hyena bit Megan’s sword arm at one point as well, but the white mage healed it immediately.

The boss for the dungeon was a trio of gnoll shamans who summoned three hellhounds to fight for them. That encounter felt more like an actual dungeon fight, as most of the party contributed instead of sitting back and watching Megan and me kill stuff. 

On the way out, I pulled up my system profile.

Dorion Carmino

Class: Archer

Level: 8

XP Progress: 79/12800

Hell yeah. 

I knew from my build guide what to take, but I could pick from these three unlocks:

Flow State

Class: Archer

Type: Ability

Cooldown: 60 seconds

Duration: 10 seconds

Prerequisites: Momentum

You enter a state of focus where your senses are heightened and time seems to slow. The strength of the effects is determined by your dexterity stat. Also, selecting this ability provides a one-time, permanent 1% bonus to Momentum.

Silent Step

Class: Archer

Type: Ability

Cooldown: 3 hours

Duration: 30 seconds

Prerequisites: Silent Arrow

For the duration of Silent Step, your actions do not produce audible noise. Note that this only applies to sounds you produce, like footsteps, equipment adjustments, and breathing. An object not on your person that is knocked over by accident, for example, will still produce noise.

Multi-Shot

Class: Archer

Type: Ability

Cooldown: 30 seconds

Duration: Instant

Prerequisites: Dual Nocking, Swift Hands

Nock 1 arrow and loose 3 arrows simultaneously and strike 3 different targets. Bonus arrows are temporary system duplicates of the first arrow. The quality of your accuracy for one arrow is replicated across the other two even though they do not share targets. 

Some dex archer builds chose Flow State over Multi-Shot at this point, largely because of the bonus to Momentum, but each individual arrow from Multi-Shot counted toward Momentum as well. A permanent 1% boost was better for pure speed, but the guides that recommended Multi-Shot argued that increasing the volume of arrows in this case produced far greater returns and had better utility.

For what it’s worth, Megan took Flow State for her level 8 unlock, and she would definitely get a big return on it because of her Machine Gun build.

I shouldn’t admit this, but one other facet of Multi-Shot that made it my pick over Flow State: shooting three arrows at a time at three different targets was cool as fuck.

I put 2 stat points into constitution and then 1 into dexterity. When I finished, I reloaded my system profile:

Dorion Carmino

Class: Archer

Level: 8

XP Progress: 79/12800

Str: 7

Dex: 15

Con: 10

Int: 5

Cha: 3

Abilities:


	Piercing Shot




	Dual Nocking




	Multi-Shot



Traits: 


	Ranged Accuracy




	Improved Reload




	Sharpen




	Momentum




	Swift Hands



Spells: (none)

I was the luckiest crawler in the world to get the chance to level like this, and I was already impatient for level 9.



The second day was less lucky than the first. All of our stops were D gates, and two were roach runs. A satellite reading can’t reveal what kind of dungeon is inside of a gate, so there was always the risk of drawing something unpleasant. No way around it, really.

We skipped them entirely, thankfully.

The third D gate that day was squids. We killed the slimes in the first stretch and camped in one of the side rooms for the night. We cleared it in the morning for another 1200 XP or so, hiked to another D gate for another 1000 and finished with a lycanthrope C gate. 

Megan and I had been inside lycanthrope gates several times for harvest audits, but for me, I associated this kind of dungeon with the murder scene I helped clean up where a whole party of crawlers and a whole party of crashers died. 

The run itself was surprisingly similar to the gnolls. Instead of tall grass, the werewolves used the darkness of the forest for cover, but Dawit still clocked every one of them before they got to us. The boss of this dungeon was an “old blood werewolf.” Experts believe that suggests a process where the oldest werewolves, the ones closest to the original lycanthropes, were stronger than the later generations.

That conclusion is all inference, though. For us, the werewolves appear all at once with the dungeon gate, so we have no real insight into what their true history is, if there is any.

Multi-Shot, by the way, was as awesome as I expected it would be. The mental side of it took some getting used to, though. The system doesn’t have a crawler-facing targeting system, so you don’t “select” the other two targets in any visible way. Instead, you have to fix all three targets in your mind at once, which is awkward to do when you’re also trying to aim the first shot.

But taking down three beakers with one draw? So slick.

And it gets better. I could use Dual Nocking to load two arrows and then apply Multi-Shot on top of that. The system considers two nocked arrows as 1 arrow in this situation for some reason, so the end result is six arrows flying at three targets, and they all have Piercing. I needed practice, but I could potentially get to the point where I killed four or five enemies from one draw.

I came out of that lycanthrope gate with another 4000ish XP, which I was thrilled about until I saw Dawit’s body language shift. He looked at his watch and then at the sky. The sun was setting. 

“That run went long,” he announced with resignation. “It will be dark before we get back to the boat. We’ll need to cover two miles or so when it’s night.”

The other guides seemed more annoyed by that declaration than anything else. Seeing that they weren’t afraid of the implications of traveling in the dark was comforting. Somewhat.

“Umm, sorry,” Megan said, raising her voice slightly to be heard. “I don’t know if this matters or not, but that footprint isn’t one of ours.”

Our whole group wore heavy-duty hiking boots, and the track Megan pointed to looked like it may have been from a slipper or a moccasin of some kind.

“No need to worry,” Dawit replied.

“Okay, but isn’t it weird that someone else is out here?” Megan asked.

“The natives get curious sometimes. They know better than to bother one of our groups, though.”

“I thought this was unsettled land?”

“It is,” Dawit said. “These are small tribes of hunter-gatherers, likely descendants of people who didn’t flee the continent when the gates opened. Come. We’re wasting daylight.”

The jungle was near-deafening at night. Joining the natural collection of tropical bugs and critters were the noises of interdimensional invaders. Strange howls and roars echoed from the distance. Shrill yips went back and forth like two birds in different trees having a conversation, but these were closer to geese trying to bark like dogs.

The worst sound of all: the hissing of giant cockroaches. We heard them the whole way back to the beach, like a symphony of angry cats hiding in the dense foliage. They attacked us once, and I was so thankful to have two high-level defenders. Their Taunt abilities meant that they were covered, head to toe, in giant cockroaches when they did attack, and that’s no exaggeration. I couldn’t see the person beneath the bugs until we started killing roaches.

The boat that carried Nathan and Beth wasn’t there when we arrived, which was a relief. They had gotten back on schedule. When the boat was clear of the beach, I finally relaxed. The water was calm, and only a few wispy clouds floated between me and a night sky filled with stars.

I looked back at the rapidly receding coast.

I spotted a glowing mass of fog. The light didn’t illuminate anything around it, but the fog itself was a grayish blue and compact, no larger than a person. It moved more swiftly than fog should.

I tapped Dawit’s shoulder and yelled over the engine. “What’s that?”

He followed my finger point and yelled over the boat's motor. “That’s a wraith!” he answered matter-of-factly. I saw no signs of concern or fear about that observation.

Having recently refreshed myself on what all a Wraith’s Touch entailed, since the ghost salamander had a similar ability, I was very much concerned.

When I caught Megan’s eye, she mouthed, “What the fuck?”
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                    Frieren is one of my all-time favorite animes.

If you want something with Frieren vibes, give Witch Hat Atelier a try. There's a great balance of wholesome whimsy, broad worldbuilding, and moments with genuine tension.

The series is only up to episode 7, and I was quite angry when I realized the full season wasn't online yet.



                

                When we disembarked, one of the crew members told Megan and me that Nathan and Beth waited for us in the third-floor deck lounge. After 3 days of crawling, I didn’t feel that I was at the appropriate level of hygiene for something that fancy, but the crew preempted that as if they read my mind. We were welcome to go straight there from the boat, assuring us our physical condition was not a concern.

Beth was curled up on a loveseat, and Nathan sat upright on a couch. They were both asleep. 

I gently shook Beth’s shoulder. 

Her eyes barely open, she said, “You’re safe.”

“Yeah, you didn’t have to wait up.”

“Yes, we did. You would have done it for us. Now that you’re safe, please bathe.”

“Seconded,” Nathan mumbled. “Then come back and hang out.”

“You don’t want to go to bed?” Megan asked.

“Pssshhht. We have the next two days off. I love you, but please go bathe. We’ll wait for you here.”

Half an hour later, Megan and I returned to the lounge with Nathan and Beth. Feeling clean again was like being reborn. I might have dozed off in the shower for a minute too, so that sense of refreshment was backed by a power nap as well.

Nathan and Beth were properly awake now. Beth had a glass of wine. Nathan had a bottle of beer.

“We asked the kitchen for steak and potatoes,” Nathan shared. “It will probably be ready like 10 minutes from now. Medium rare. If you have a problem with that, I’ll eat your steak for you.”

“That sounds fantastic, actually,” I said as I sat on the couch with a beer of my own. “Thank you.”

“Bro, I got you. You know that.”

“Well, how were your runs?” Megan asked.

“I felt like I was cheating,” Nathan answered. “Started feeling guilty. We both got to level 4, though.”

I looked at Beth. She wore a big grin.

“That’s awesome,” I added. “So it went well?”

Nathan offered a half-nod-half-shrug, and Beth replied, “It went very smoothly. The hiking was harder than the gates.”

“I liked the hiking,” Nathan said. “This is a beautiful place.”

“It was very pretty,” Beth agreed.

“Did you see any people?” Megan asked.

Nathan recoiled a bit. “Huh?”

“We saw a footprint. Dawit said it was a ‘native’ and then changed the subject.”

“We also saw a wraith,” I added.

“Brooooo.”

“Freaked me out too,” I admitted. “A good bit.”

“Natives, like people who live here?” Beth asked. “That has to be such a hard life.”

Megan wobbled her head. “Dawit did say they cull the wild monsters regularly. Maybe they’re taking advantage of that to run gates.”

“Would still be really hard.”

“I don’t disagree,” Megan replied.

“What level did you get to?” Beth asked.

“We’re both at 8. Two of our gates ended up being duds. Dawit thinks we can still get to 10 if we have a little luck with the next set.”

Nathan danced over to the bar to retrieve another beer. “Being here still doesn’t feel real. No way did this happen to us. And are we just ignoring our girl drinking underage? I’m cool with it, but it’s weird how no one has mentioned it.”

“I didn’t know the wilds had a drinking age,” Beth sneered.

He pointed a finger back at her. “Touche, Bethward. Touche.”

“Bethward?” Megan asked with an eyebrow raised.

“Please make him stop,” Beth pleaded. “He started doing it and won’t quit.”

“I like Bethward,” Megan said.

Beth’s head dropped.

Nathan nudged my shoulder as he sat. “You good, bro?”

“Just wiped out,” I replied.

“Got my scrolling in while we waited for you,” Nathan said. “Florida is pretty crazy right now. They had a dungeon surge.”

“Really?”

He nodded. “Yup. The story is wild. So apparently, central Florida is really bad for sinkholes. The limestone is super porous or something, so they call the whole area ‘sinkhole alley.’ A gate opened at the bottom of one of those sinkholes, and the satellites missed it. D-level squid dungeon.”

“Weren’t there some issues with mountain coverage a while back?” I asked.

“Dude, in like the 80s.”

When I saw Megan and Beth’s confusion, I explained, “There were fewer satellites, and nobody realized gates were getting missed because they ended up in just the right places where the satellites couldn’t see them. Since no one knew they existed, they surged.”

“Beakers, inkers, and slimes loose in Florida?” Megan mused. “They’ll do well in that climate.”

“13 deaths.”

Megan grimaced. “I’m a jerk. That should have been my first thought.”

“You’re tired,” Nathan said. 

“Still.”

Conversation meandered from there for another hour and a half. We kept drinking. Everyone was tired, but I think meeting back up with each other on a mega yacht released a different kind of adrenaline where we didn’t want the night to end. The memory was too good.

Eventually, Megan and I were the only ones still awake. Beth slept on her back across the armrests of a chair, and Nathan was on the floor. He laid down to “have a wee little stretch” and promptly passed out, facedown on the carpet.

“Look at us, Dor,” Megan said after a while. “We fucking did this.”

“It’s pretty cool.”

“If we land the right sponsorship, we could multiclass, you know. No matter what level we are when this trip ends, we won’t have the gates to level up again anytime soon.”

“That actually really upsets me,” I said.

“What are you talking about?”

“I would have followed a different build guide if I thought I could multiclass.”

She sighed. “That’s being a touch dramatic. You have plenty of options.”

“If there’s an optimal choice, it makes me deeply uncomfortable to not make that choice.”

“Dream with me,” she insisted.

“Would you go spellsword?”

“Everyone goes spellsword.”

“So?”

“I used to think I would,” she admitted. “I’ve really come to enjoy hitting things, Dor. Like, I really really enjoy it.”

I laughed.

“Seeing Dawit in action makes ranger look cool, and I never expected that, but I was honestly thinking something like that or cleric.”

I choked on my drink. 

“You don’t think I could do it?”

“Just hard to picture you praying all the time.”

“Buffs and a few Heal spells would help me a lot,” she continued. “Assassin is my other pick. Backstab doesn’t help me, but the precision striking and targeting abilities would be nice. So would the debuff abilities.”

“Why cleric and not the white mage path?”

“Clerics get far fewer spells overall, but their base spell strength is higher than it is for white mages. My Heal spell as a cleric will be as good as a white mage who has upgraded their School of Restoration to tier 2. If I’m okay with giving up the range of spells, which I am, I can get all the magic I want as a level 3 cleric but would have to reach level 4 as a white mage. It’s called a Battle Medic build by most people.”

“That does make a lot of sense.”

“Your turn. Don’t tell me you haven’t thought about it.”

Sighing, I said, “Spellbow. I’ve always wanted to use magic. Ever since I was a kid. I also agree that ranger looks a lot cooler now, but I read up on that program Grensmith was in. They had a rule that they didn’t select abilities if a piece of gear or technology could do the same job instead.”

“When did you do this?”

“Not long after that run.”

“You’re such a nerd, but that’s interesting. It makes sense to me, but that means you wouldn’t pick ranger.”

I wobbled my head. “Right. It’s still tempting, but I think spellbow is the winner. To be honest, I’ve gotten comfortable with pure archer. Multi-Shot is basically a spell, and my stats are getting to the point where I feel like just moving my body is magic.”

“But you could do that and real magic.”

“Yeah, I could.” I looked out the window. “The sun’s coming up.”

Megan turned to see for herself. “Suppose that’s the hint we needed. See you sometime tomorrow, Dor. Thanks for the adventure these last few days.”

I raised my bottle to Megan as she nudged Nathan and then Beth awake to tell them we were going to bed.

“I’m going to watch the sunrise,” I said. “I’ll go to sleep in a bit.”

When everyone had gone, I put my feet up on the coffee table. As I watched the sun come up, I thought about how odd it was that a doomer reject like me somehow ended up here, on a megayacht off the coast of China.

How very strange.



“Was noon too early?” Chrissy asked with a smirk. 

We met her in the same lounge we hung out in until early that morning. Nathan strategically placed himself so that his back was to the bar. If he drank too much one night, even seeing alcohol the next day made him queasy.

“We’re fine,” I said.

Meanwhile, Beth’s eyes weren’t even open. Nathan was trying to conquer a hangover with mindfulness exercises. And Megan wore big sunglasses. With her chin resting on her hand, I wasn’t certain she was actually awake. Megan and Nathan both had open cans of Nad-Nade.

I’m sure I looked like shit too.

Chrissy didn’t argue. I suspected we weren’t the first content creators she worked with who came to a meeting hungover.

“We started reviewing footage last night,” Chrissy began. “We’re in pretty good shape already. If we’re lucky and end up with better gates for your next run, we’ll be golden. You have off all day today, and tomorrow we’ll shoot some stuff of you enjoying the boat. By the pool. At the bar. Maybe some shuffleboard.”

“That doesn’t seem like it would keep our cover intact,” I replied. “If you film me at the pool, it’s going to be obvious I’m not a woman.”

“Oh, don’t worry. We planned to only shoot Beth and Megan. Have you been posting teasers to socials?”

Beth raised a thumb. So she was awake. Kinda.

“But not spoilers?”

Beth nodded.

“Excellent. And lastly, Mr. Resmith wanted to invite the four of you to have dinner with him tonight.”

We stared blankly.

Chrissy leaned forward, driven by disbelief and minor frustration. “He owns the fucking boat.”

“Oh, Lenny!” Nathan replied. “Yeah, we know Lenny. He’s good people.”

“We’ll be there,” I interjected. I am also certain one of us would have remembered Leonard's last name if we had a few extra seconds for our still-drunk brains to catch up.

“Good. Any questions for me?”

No one at the table moved.

“Rest up. Hydrate. You’ll be back on the mainland before you know it.”

Chrissy excused herself and disappeared into the boat.

I took a drink of Nathan’s Nad-Nade and tried to convince my legs to carry me back to my cozy bed.

“Is she gone?” Megan grumbled.

“Yes.”

She stood and swayed a little bit. “I want a bath, but I don’t want to drown in the tub.”

Nathan started to raise his hand to speak, the beginnings of a smile cracking through.

“No.”

His hand and his head both went down. “Hungover Megan is so mean.”

“I’m still here.”

“Her voice keeps ringing in my head.”

Megan guided Nathan to his feet. “Come on. You’re going back to bed.”

I finished the rest of Nathan’s Nad-Nade as I debated what to do with Beth. Her head was propped up, but she was definitely asleep.

“Dorion,” she said suddenly. So, maybe she wasn’t asleep.

“Yeah?”

“You’re a good brother.”



Leonard had the crew set up one of the ship's decks for dinner and surrounded the tables with outdoor heaters so that the slight chill of a tropical winter couldn’t bother anyone. He sat at the head of the table in a loose sweater while we worked our way through multiple courses. For some reason, I expected Chrissy to join us, or perhaps one of our guides, but it was just us and Leonard.

“How was your first expedition into the wilds?” he asked with genuine enthusiasm.

“Pretty mind-blowing,” Megan answered. “It all went so fast.”

“It’s a beautiful place,” Beth added.

Leonard nodded. “Yes, it is indeed. And how were your guides?”

We all nodded with our mouths full that they were good.

“Wonderful. I heard your group had some bad luck with your gates.” His eye contact indicated he meant Megan and me. “I’m very sorry about that.”

“We know you don’t have any control over it,” I replied. “We still got a lot out of the trip.”

“Still, I desire the best for my guests. Someday we will be able to determine exactly what a gate contains from a simple scan. The technology is coming. I assure you.”

“Is that something you've invested in?” Nathan asked.

“Yes. Anything that could take humanity to greater heights gets my attention. The gates were an incredible gift, and we are only just barely reaping the rewards.”

“So you're probably excited about Japan trying for the moon. That has to come with all kinds of new tech.”

Leonard laughed. “That's a foolish project.”

Nathan cocked his head, and I'll admit that answer surprised me as well.

“Space travel as the Japanese picture it is impossibly inefficient. The celebration of refined mana crystals as fuel is a misdirect. They don't want you to think about how slow and fragile their version of space travel is.”

“You’re in the IDT camp?” Nathan asked, surprised. IDT was shorthand for interdimensional travel.

Leonard grinned. “Oh, so you're a nonbeliever?”

Nathan shrugged. “I'm not a physicist. I read recently, though, about a bunch of physicists saying no progress had been made in the last 80 years. Like none whatsoever.”

“We know it's possible because crawlers do it every day. Harnessing it is an inevitability. Japan could be contributing to that future instead of playing with toy rockets. Gate travel gives humanity access to the whole universe and perhaps others that aren't our own. Land a tin can on the moon instead? Foolish.”

“How close do you think we are?” I asked.

“Five years at most.”

“That soon?”

Leonard nodded and swallowed a bite of crab cake. “Change is accelerating. Most of humanity doesn't realize it, but the few of us who do are trying to ensure our species does not get left behind. We have to unravel those mechanics as quickly as we can.”

“What would leave us behind?” Megan asked.

“The gates. The data is very clear about that.”

I believed I knew where Leonard was taking this. “Do you mean the rise in difficult gates?” 

He beamed. “Well-read young people. How refreshing. And yes, we are trending upward in overall difficulty. By 2045, E gates won't appear at all anymore. If the rate the data has accelerated stays consistent, we lose D gates by 2055. Can you imagine taking level 1s into C gates to level? There's a cliff there where training new crawlers becomes so brutally difficult that we can't produce enough of them to close every gate.”

“Don't give me too much credit,” I said. “I didn't read any of that.”

“No one is talking about that part yet, but you watch. Over the next year, you'll hear about it more and more. A colleague of mine has taken to calling it ‘system-driven extinction.’”

“How does IDT help with that?” Nathan asked.

“In a perfect world, we could access low-level dungeons manually, and we could colonize another planet. Perhaps one without gates.”

The dessert was chocolate chip cheesecake, and I was so flabbergasted by the use of cookie dough for the crust that I lost track of the conversation.

I caught the start of the next topic, though.

Leonard dabbed his mouth with a cloth napkin and suddenly seemed a touch nervous. He had not once looked anything but unshakably confident until now.

“Curiosity got the better of me, and I asked my assistant to pull up your videos,” he began. “The troll fight was thrilling, but I noticed you didn't name the poison you used in the big goblin video. Why is that?”

“We weren't sure if what we did was legal or not,” I admitted.

“I am exceptionally discreet. Humor me. What did you use?”

“Arsenic.”

Leonard's brow furrowed. “How did you procure that amount?”

“We searched three abandoned taxidermy shops. The old process-”

“-used arsenic as a preservative,” Leonard said with a grin. “Very clever. I'm a bit of an enthusiast myself, actually.”

Nathan froze. “Do you mean you're a taxidermy enthusiast?”

Leonard nodded as I dropped my face in my hands. “I have a collection on board,” he said. “It's hard to tell who is a tree hugger type these days, so I rarely risk enjoying it with company. Would you like to see it?”

Nathan nodded emphatically.

Our host was already on his feet. “I have several pieces I am fond of. Come, come.”

Part of me was curious to see Leonard's collection, but most of me was so tired that remaining upright was a challenge.

“You guys can go ahead,” I said. “I'm calling it a night.”

“Thank you for the lovely conversation this evening,” Leonard said, shaking my hand. “I hope you enjoy the rest of your stay.”
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                My conversation with Megan about multiclassing was still on my mind, so as much as I wanted to fall asleep, the questions in my head wouldn't let me.

I had to know.

If I assumed I hit level 10 on this trip, that would mean needing 51,200 XP to reach level 11. Common wisdom suggested that multiclassing was most productive if done before leaving level 10, so if I generously assumed I got 500 XP per week from the CDM, I would have 100 days total to get the money together for the multiclass upgrade.

The process of multiclassing required refined mana crystals. 

Within the raw crystals we harvest from dungeon monsters are small amounts of flawless mana crystal. Separating that flawless bit from the rest is considered refining it. The work is painstaking, and some flawless deposits are so small that they can't easily be found.

It took humanity into the 60s to figure this out. Before we knew that mana crystals could be refined, we didn't know how to acquire a secondary class. 

At level 10, this appears on your system profile:

Secondary Class Progress: 0/1000 MA

No matter what anyone tried, they couldn't get that number to change. 

A chemist at Washington State was in the process of testing a method for measuring mana purity and found that a single mana crystal wasn't uniformly pure, which led to him searching for the purest part. This would eventually lead to the refining process we have today, but another benefit came with the research.

The chemist repeated that process over months. One day in that process, an intern moving the collection of refined mana crystals across the room noticed it first.

When she held the container of refined mana crystals, her system profile read:

Secondary Class Progress: 1/1000 MA

She was from a crawler family, which was extraordinarily lucky. Most researchers aren't leveled, so anyone under level 10 handling the same materials would never know it mattered.

Present market prices for crystals were up. If they didn't go back down, I would need close to $700,000 to buy what I needed to multiclass. Just last year the cost was about $500,000.

The most optimistic estimate of what I could make in 100 days, leaning heavily on a wishful windfall of Dungeon Divas revenue, still came up a few hundred thousand dollars short.

And if I could make that much money, there were so many other things I could do with it, like pitching in on the guild house, helping Beth get the equipment she needs to run her own shop, or paying off my student loans. Shit, I had the drone purchase to pay off too. I couldn’t forget that. 

Blowing that much money on multiclassing would be a selfish thing to do.



“Wakey, wakey, eggs and bakey,” Nathan said from a lounge chair by the pool. He wore purple swim trunks and oversized, high-fashion sunglasses. I assumed he borrowed them from Megan.

Beth and Megan were in the water, floating around on pool noodles. The camera crew was already here, but they weren't interested in me or Nathan. I wondered for a moment if they intended to use editing to imply that Beth was a Dungeon Diva. 

“I think they're using Betty to pull a Power Rangers,” Nathan whispered as I claimed a chair of my own.

“What does that mean?”

“In the show, all of the footage of them fighting in suits is shot with different people entirely. That was a very confusing revelation for me at one point in my life. Bro, you're the actor in the suit. Beth is the character.”

“I had a similar thought, minus the Power Rangers reference. I'm not sure if I'm okay with that happening, though.”

Nathan nodded. “Yeah, it's weird. We kind of already signed over all of that permission. Not a lot we could do.”

“That's true.”

“You should have stayed up last night,” Nathan continued. “Lenny’s trophy room is nuts. He had a dire bear and a major yeti. Seeing them up close was so weird, dude.”

Water splashing drew my attention down to the edge of the pool.

Megan and Beth floated with their arms on the deck. 

“Did we miss it?” Megan asked.

I frowned. “Miss what?”

Nathan got serious. He sat up and took his sunglasses off.

“One of Lenny's trophies was a dire guinea pig,” Nathan began. “Obviously, I had to ask him about it.”

Dire guinea pigs were a curious monster to encounter in the wilds. Minus longer teeth and claws, as well as an unending desire to spill blood, a dire guinea pig was pretty close to a typical Earth guinea pig if you enlarged it to be a little bigger than a house cat.

They were strange to look at, sure, but what made them curious was this fact: dire guinea pigs have never been found inside of a dungeon gate. That's odd because they aren't uncommon sights in the wilds, so they would have had to come out of a gate, but that has yet to be observed.

Nathan smiled. He was trying to be serious, but he was too giddy. “He gave me one of my own. He has a bunch of them stuffed, apparently, and is sending me home with one.”

“A stuffed dire guinea pig.”

“Yes! Lenny says not to worry about the customs paperwork. His assistant is taking care of all of that. Isn't that awesome?”

I tried to put the camera people out of my mind. “I think it's weird as hell, but I’m not against it. Why would I be?”

Beth started to laugh but covered her mouth.

“This is purely a coincidence,” Nathan said. “His name is Lil’ Dorion.”

“I can't fight the name, can I?”

Nathan shook his head.

“I didn't think so.”



I knew I shouldn't, but I couldn't help but check in on news about New Eden. My parents didn’t leave until February, but major relocation efforts were now underway. Crawlers and their families, as well as essential professions like doctors and engineers, had the priority.

Many such experts were on the ground already, but they laid only the barest foundation for a new nation. They needed many more people to build the utopia they described in the commercials.

Yes, New Eden had commercials. If you didn't qualify for a religious stipend, you could pay for your move in cash or sign an employment contract with one of a dozen companies opening offices there.

There were a few of them, but all of the ads I saw followed the formula of showing how dirty and awful living in America was, and then it was all sunny days and fields of flowers in New Eden.

I couldn't log into any of my government accounts while I was out of the country, but I wondered if the gate availability for CDM leveling got noticeably worse when the media campaign hit. More settlers meant fewer gate slots for CDM.

I would be home in person soon enough to see for myself. Our second leveling run would start first thing in the morning, and when that was over, we'd fly back.

That night, we did equipment checks with Dawit. He was well-practiced at being thorough, so we didn't need long to double-check a few dozen items.

When we finished, Dawit said, “One more thing. Megan and Dorion, Mr. Leonard wanted to show his appreciation for your company as well as apologize for the two gates we had to skip on the first trip.”

Dawit unlocked a cabinet and then cut across the room to open another.

“You are welcome to borrow one of our weapons for this final excursion. Miss Megan, your sword selection is here. Mister Dorion, you'll find bows in there.”

I opened the cabinet door and about pooped my pants.

Six bows were inside. Three ironwood, one bloodwood, one silverwood, and one voidwood. The ironwood of these bows was darker than mine, which meant they were likely made from greater ironwood, where mine was lesser. I didn’t know enough about the other types of wood to have any idea what their quality levels were. Given the amount of wealth I had seen in the last few days, I assumed they were also above lesser.

The frames of each bow were etched with runes that rippled and glowed, so they were enchanted on top of the qualities provided by the wood itself.

“You can pick whichever you like,” Dawit said. “The ironwoods are quite different. You might-”

“Voidwood. I want that one.”

Dawit laughed. “That is an excellent choice. The wood itself provides a 25% bonus to damage, and the enchantment is mid-level Bolt.”

I didn’t even want to know how much money was in my hands at that moment. If something happened to this, would I be liable for it in some way? I should probably figure out how to read contracts sometime soon.

“Which one do you recommend for me?” Megan asked.

A moment later, Dawit was at her side, his arms crossed, his face pensive. “For your build, I would recommend the red iron longsword. 20% bonus to damage, 5% bonus to speed, and the enchantment is Greater Vampirism. In your case, with your healing needs taken care of, the enchantment will buff you by draining your enemies.”

“Sold,” Megan said, picking it up.

Dawit nodded. “Very good. Get your rest, everyone. We try to push harder on the second run because you understand the process now. That’s not always an option, but we’ve had a lucky set of gate spawns. Nathan and Beth, you have 3 E-ranked gates and 3 D-ranked gates on your itinerary. Megan and Dorion, you have a D, 2 Cs, and 1 B. If the B gate is something we can’t clear in time, we have a C gate and a D gate mapped out for us to run instead. Any questions?”

We all shook our heads.

“See you in the morning.”

The staff would make sure all of our gear made it onto the boats in time for our morning departure, but I found myself reluctant to set the void bow down. I wanted so badly to take a few shots with it right then and there.



The ride to the mainland was cold and wet again. A misty rain fell endlessly from an overcast sky, and the water was choppy enough for me to be concerned about whether or not we should even be sailing that day. Dawit’s team showed no signs of concern whatsoever, though, so I stuffed that anxiety down and tried to focus on being as smart as possible on my runs that day. 

We followed the shore farther southeast this time, with Nathan and Beth’s party continuing on to a different location as my and Megan’s party disembarked. 

Seeing the jungle in different weather was novel for all of five minutes. Pushing through any amount of undergrowth was like walking between carwash brushes. All the water that had accumulated on the leaves wiped onto us and our gear. Sometimes, you could bump a tree just right so that the water went down the back of your neck instead of into your clothes. 

The jungle mist, meanwhile, was soothingly atmospheric, at least. 

Until I started thinking a wraith could be hiding within.

Wraiths didn’t come out during the day, but I’m scared of impossible shit all the time, so my being anxious in spite of the facts wasn’t surprising to me. It sucked, but yeah, it wasn’t a surprise.

Our first C dungeon was a moon run where all of the enemies were trolls and the boss was a rock troll, a more dangerous type of troll with insanely high damage resistance. 

Dawit let me throw one incendiary grenade–holy fuck, it was cool to watch it burst into flames on impact–but our two black mage guides took care of torching the rest of our kills throughout the run. Megan and I would beat them down, and the mages made sure they didn’t get back up.

But we need to talk about the void bow.

After shooting I don’t know how many arrows in my brief crawling career, using a void bow was a strange adjustment.

The nock and the draw were the same as any other bow, but when you loose an arrow, it’s just gone. I hadn’t realized how much I relied on the full-cycle “feel” of shooting an arrow, which included the sensation of it leaving my bow, that beautiful little hiss and the occasional tickle of a fletching feather.

But void arrows didn’t travel that way. They entered a parallel void plane and didn’t emerge until they hit a living thing. So I would loose, and then my arrow would appear in the chest of a troll that then spasmed violently from the Bolt enchantment. Not seeing the path it took messed with me a good bit on top of the differences in physical feel.

Multi-Shot and Piercing were even stranger. For the former, loosing a single arrow resulted in three arrows blinking into existence, already embedded in the flesh of a monster. 

For the latter, the first target experienced what I can only describe as a pop or a rupture, a hole the size of a broadhead violently opening with no visible arrow causing the damage. Really the arrow became visible instantly, but a fast arrow combined with Piercing gave the illusion of an arrow erupting from nothing out of a monster’s back.

Our next gate was a C-ranked undead variant. The rain poured the entire way there. I had mud up to my knees by the time we entered the dungeon, and the weather was just as bad when we got out. To beat the sunset, we had to rush to our next gate. We weren’t running the gate itself that day, but we also wanted to be inside to camp before night fell.

We made it. The hissing of giant cockroaches had started to grow louder as we stepped through what appeared to be the white marble door of a mausoleum. 

The dungeon on the other side felt like stepping into an illustration of ancient greece from one of my old history books. We stood within an antechamber about the size of a racquetball court, lined with corinthian pillars of the same white marble as the door. Another set of doors was at the far end of the room.

“It’s definitely an undead temple,” Dawit said as we set about making camp. “We’ll see what kind of undead in the morning.”

“What are the possibilities?” Megan asked.

“Skeletons, zombies, or ghouls. If it were up to me, it’d be zombies.” When Dawit saw Megan’s curious expression, he added, “Zombies have a few stronger variants, but if we draw skeletons, then we are dealing with knights, priests, and mages. If it’s ghouls, it’s like fighting fast zombies with the skills of the bone knights, priests, and mages on top.”

“Yikes.”

“Indeed.”

By now, making camp was routine for Megan and me. We ate our sandwiches, drank our electrolyte water, and posed with Nad-Nade cans. Conversation was light that evening. Everyone was fatigued by the weight of the rain, and several of us still shivered from time to time.

I don’t know what time it was when I went to sleep, nor do I know what time I woke to angry shouting.

My first instinct was that monsters from the dungeon had found our camp, but then I realized Dawit and his party were facing the exit with their weapons drawn.

“No vacancy,” one of the defenders barked. "Leave, or we’ll make you leave.”

He spoke in Taiwanese next. I assumed the message was the same, but I didn’t know the language to say for sure.

A man and a woman stood in front of the exit, both in leather armor that looked heavy and resilient, but the edges were rough and raw, lacking the refined craftsmanship of armor I would buy in the States. The woman carried a sword and shield, while the man carried a shield and a spear.

They shouted back in another language I didn’t know. 

“Last warning,” the defender said, stepping forward to show he was serious.

I had looked into the eyes of people who intended to hurt me before. I saw nothing like that on their faces. They were resolute and ready to defend themselves, but they weren’t being aggressive.

“Wait!” Dawit yelled.

He came up next to the defender and spoke Taiwanese.

The man responded, and though I could now hear that the language was similar, it wasn’t Taiwanese. Was this what Mandarin sounded like?

“They say there are evil spirits outside the gate. They came inside for shelter and didn’t know we were here.”

“Want me to push them out?” the same defender from before asked.

Dawit cast a sideways glance at the camerapeople. They were recording all of this, of course. He went back to speaking in another language with the man in leather. 

From reading facial expressions, they often didn’t understand each other’s words, but since modern Taiwanese was heavily influenced by Mandarin, enough of the translation matched for the conversation to eventually finish.

With a heavy sigh, Dawit rubbed his eyes and then addressed all of us. “They’re staying here tonight. I want a watch on them at all times.”

“Really?” the defender seemed surprised by this conclusion.

“That’s an order.”

The man and the woman were escorted to a corner of the chamber and told to stay put. Dawit’s men began a watch rotation, and he told the rest of us to try and get some more sleep if we could.

The locals were so cold I could hear their teeth chatter. Cramming themselves into the corner, they held each other close for warmth. She closed her eyes while he kept his open. I supposed they were rotating watch just like we were.

I got up and crossed the room with my sleeping bag and my water bottle.

“The fuck you doing?” the defender said, throwing his arm out to block me from getting closer to our guests. “If they use that, we’ll have to leave it behind. Can’t risk getting one of their diseases.”

“Understood,” I replied. I held the sleeping bag out to show them that I wanted to offer a gift and shimmied around the defender’s arm to get closer.

The man took the blanket, put his hands together, and bowed his head. I assumed that meant “thank you.” I handed him the water bottle, and he repeated the motion before waking the woman and pushing the bottle into her hand.

“You’re lucky they didn’t try to take a bite out of you right then,” the defender gruffed.

When I got back to my spot next to Megan, she offered me her sleeping bag, but I waved her off. I pulled my knees to my chest, wrapped my arms around my legs, and put my head down. I had practice sleeping like this when the shelters were full.
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The Uprising of the Hero Party’s Underling


I actually got isekai’d once.

It happened 10 years ago, when I was just a 16-year-old kid suffering from "main character syndrome." I slipped on the stairs, and the text thing I knew that I was in a place called Averula.

That place had monsters, a Demon King bent on world domination, and "Heroes" carrying the hopes of the kingdom on their backs.

Being the traveler from the other world I was, I figured I should shoulder some of that burden. So, I joined the Hero’s party as the sixth member.

Also the one everyone called the errand boy.

I spent three years cooking, peeling oranges, serving tea, giving massages, and literally fanning those "Heroes" - only to kick the bucket in the final boss fight.

The last thing I saw? My so-called "comrades" decided I wasn't worth wasting a Resurrection Elixir on.

Luckily, I woke up back in my old world.

After that, I’ve spent the last 10 years living a quiet, peaceful life. And I was perfectly happy keeping it that way forever.

But now, the god that kicked me to the other world in the first place wants me to go back, right to the moment before it all started.

For what? To be an errand boy again?

I’m not feeling that idea at all.
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                I woke the next morning to Dawit speaking with the man and the woman. His body language suggested he was telling them it was time to leave. 

The man tried to hand my sleeping bag to Dawit, but he stepped back and shook his head. I didn’t think the defender was joking last night when he said I wouldn’t be allowed to keep my gear, but that level of caution surprised me. 

When they stepped out of the gate, Dawit stared at his watch. After a few minutes passed, he motioned for one of the defenders and one of the black mages to check the other side of the gate.

They returned a short while later. No sign of the "natives," they said.

The dungeon itself ended up being zombies, and I’m going to assume you saw the run on the show. Other than the two C-ranked runs that followed this one, the editors showed more of this zombie dungeon than any other gate we ran on that trip, so I’ll spare you the rehash.

What didn’t make it to air was how absolutely stoked I was about Multi-Shot. Zombie hordes were the perfect training ground for my new toy. Missing a target completely was difficult with so many monsters crammed into each corridor, but I have to say stacking Multi-Shot on top of Piercing helped me to fall even more in love with archery.

With that combo, I could put down six zombies with one arrow, and seeing six monsters fall all at once was insanely empowering. Granted, we had two high-level defenders Taunting the crap out of the dungeon the whole run. I tried to keep in mind how much of a difference that made to keep from getting complacent. That many zombies would have been a much scarier challenge without our babysitters.

Admittedly, the voidwood bow I borrowed skewed my sense of power as well. The 25% buff to damage combined with Bolt was an obvious upgrade to my usual skills. Getting used to my arrow disappearing and reappearing was still strange, though. I hadn’t realized how much seeing the trajectory of my shots factored into how I aimed. I wondered if Tailf3ther had an opinion about whether that was bad or good.

That gate pushed me over into level 9 and covered a good bit of ground toward level 10. If the next gate earned me a similar amount of XP, I would definitely make it to level 10 before I had to fly back home.

This day wasn’t as rainy, but it was still cold and overcast. I put my mind on autopilot as we hiked to the next gate and looked at my unlock options for level 9:

Bloody Hands

Class: Archer

Type: Trait

Cooldown: None

Duration: Perpetual

Gain a 10% bonus to damage.

Strong Arm

Class: Archer

Type: Trait

Cooldown: None

Duration: Perpetual

Prerequisites: Power Draw

The draw weight of any bow you use is halved. 

Echo Arrow

Class: Archer

Type: Trait

Cooldown: None

Duration: 30 seconds

Every fifth arrow you loose adds an Echo Arrow to your quiver. An Echo Arrow is an exact duplicate of the fifth arrow you fired, retaining all of the same traits and properties as the original, and disappears when the duration expires.

I didn’t have the prereq for Strong Arm, and I wasn’t dipping into my pool of unselected abilities to change that, so it was out. Echo Arrow was really only useful if you had special arrows. Individual arrows can be enchanted, but it’s hard to do, so they aren’t cheap. With Echo Arrow, you can time it so you get two of the expensive arrows for the price of one.

My pick was Bloody Hands. An extra 10% damage would pay off pretty much immediately, especially since the system applied the bonus to every arrow I fired, even the system-generated ones. So when I combined Dual Nocking and Multi-Shot to shoot six arrows, two of them from my quiver and four system-made, every single arrow benefited from the buff.

I finished leveling up by putting 1 stat point into strength and 2 into dexterity, leaving my system profile looking like this:

Dorion Carmino

Class: Archer

Level: 9

XP Progress: 14012/25600

Str: 8

Dex: 17

Con: 10

Int: 5

Cha: 3

Abilities:


	Piercing Shot




	Dual Nocking




	Multi-Shot



Traits: 


	Ranged Accuracy




	Improved Reload




	Sharpen




	Momentum




	Swift Hands




	Bloody Hands



Spells: (none)

Equipment: Ring of Minor Stoneskin

17 dexterity made me significantly faster than most creatures native to Earth. If a cobra lunged at me to bite, I would have no problem avoiding it. If a level 1 human tried to fistfight me, he would hit nothing but air. When I moved at speed, anyone with high enough intelligence or high enough dexterity could track my movements, but for most everyone else, I was a blur.

The next B gate, our last run for the trip, was a barnacle-covered metal door pitted with rust, so much so that the door fell apart when Dawit wrenched it open.

The smell of saltwater filled my nose long before my eyes adjusted to the wet cave. In the distance, water crashed against rocks, and strong winds made deep, haunting whistles with the rocks. 

“This is an ogre dungeon,” Dawit announced. “We’re going to eat and get some sleep before we go any farther.”

When most of the party tucked themselves into their sleeping bags, I found a dry corner and hugged my knees again. Megan offered hers, proposing we switch off or something like that so that I could get a few hours of warm sleep, but I declined. I chose to give mine away, and I was fine accepting the consequences by myself as well.

So I put my head down and tried to rest.



Ogres are twice as tall as humans and tend to weigh between 600 and 700 pounds each. Their heads are wider and more square, and no hair grows anywhere on their bodies. Their skin tones range from a pale yellow to a dirty orange with layers of tattoos and ritual scarification over top.

In this dungeon, the ogres were coastal fishermen. They attacked with nets, ropes, and harpoons, standing their ground to block us from venturing deeper into the dungeon rather than attacking from hiding with ambush tactics. 

Their size and raw power were humbling. The first time one of our defenders blocked a harpoon with their shield, I felt the vibration of the impact from the backrow, and the sound was sharp enough to dull my hearing with a high-pitched ring for several long seconds. While that was frightening, the dungeon's greatest dangers were in the water.

The cave where we made camp was at the end of a long, seaside ravine, leading to a rocky shoreline that broke waves into spray when they crashed into land. 

The route for this dungeon was mostly linear. Sometimes we were right against the water, and other times we curved inland for a stretch before returning to the beach again.

In the snapper variant of the squid dungeon, you may recall my complaining about slimes emerging from the canals to launch surprise attacks. If you haven’t reached this conclusion already, I will readily admit it here: I’m a little bitch. Knowing that slimes might emerge from the water made me jumpy and paranoid. A shadow from a party member would dance across the water, and I'd lurch frantically before realizing my mistake.

Slimes sneaking out of canals was nothing. In this dungeon, the tentacles of killer squids lashed out of the water, attempting to drag one of us under. At several points, we had to cross rickety bridges that were nothing more than two logs lashed together, making us especially vulnerable to surprise squid attacks, but sharks were the greater danger in those cases 

They burst out of the water to jump over the bridge, attempting to knock as many of us off as they could. Since Dawit’s team knew this dungeon, we were never caught by surprise, but watching a black shark the size of a great white leap into the air made me wary of being anywhere near the water and set my legs to shaking whenever I had to use any of the bridges.

I was terrified for the whole run. I never felt like I was far enough away from the water to really be safe.

We reached the boss of the dungeon after six hours of crawling, turning inland from the beach to climb a trail up a cliffside. We weren’t in danger of getting snatched by a sea monster, but the heights we reached triggered the same level of fear. That was a long way to fall.

The boss battle itself was inside of a circular palisade. Instead of shelters or supplies, it was just the one monster, waiting patiently for challengers.

This ogre was wider and taller than the others we had encountered, and the tattoos across his back and chest glowed a muted green. He fought with a trident and a boat anchor tied to the end of a chain, alternating between violent sweeps where the anchor bounced across the battlefield and disturbingly quick lunges where he covered a dozen yards in an instant before bringing the anchor down like it was a hammer.

He was especially vulnerable to the Bolt enchantment on my voidwood bow, but I’m not sure how much damage I actually delivered. Our black mages did most of the work in that particular fight.

On our way out of the dungeon, Dawit abruptly signaled for us to stop and crouch.

His eyes darted all around, and his head shifted every so often, holding the new position for a second or two before shifting again.

“Wait here,” he whispered to the defender nearest to him before slinking ahead, low and stealthy.

The other guides didn’t seem concerned, so I took that to mean this was an ordinary occurrence. We waited for nearly an hour for Dawit to return. We doubled back into the dungeon a few yards to shelter in an alcove away from the shore.

“Raiding party,” Dawit stated simply. “I counted 17.”

“What do you mean ‘raiders?’” one of the camera people asked. That was the first time I heard either of them say something that wasn't directing a shot. “Nobody ever said anything about raiders.”

“Haven’t had an issue in a while,” Dawit replied. “They’re natives who attack crawlers on their way out of gates. That way they get all their gear and the haul from the run. This group has a few enchanted items, so they’ve had some practice.”

Dawit looked at his watch again. His jaw flexed as he thought deeply. 

“We’re going to slam the door on these guys,” he said, addressing the other guides. “We’ll move out in 20 minutes.”

“What does that mean?” Megan asked.

“Before I explain, know that we have been in similar situations before, so there’s no need to panic. They have the numbers. Instead of fighting them, we’re going to run for the gate. We’ll time it so the gate closes soon after we get out.”

“And they stay stuck inside.”

Dawit nodded.

Megan pulled her helmet up and put a hand over her mouth. I wasn’t thrilled about sending that many people to their deaths either. Technically, this was self-defense if they did intend to attack us, but the only people I could picture were the man and woman desperate for shelter we saw the other night.

“What if we left now so they had time to get out?” I asked.

“They would follow. We have to do what’s safest for you, the clients. Trust our judgment on this, please. They'll attack us on the way out. You'll see that this is self-defense. Only 10 more minutes. Use the time to focus your minds.”

I supposed that was that then. He was right that I would feel a little bit better if they attempted an ambush, but not by much. Despite my wanting to, I couldn’t think of an alternative plan.

“2 minutes,” Dawit said. “Let’s get buffs up.”

The white mage Blessed us, temporarily boosting all of our stats by 5%, and followed that with a Protection spell.

“Time to go. Stay close.”

Dawit led as we jogged along the rocky shore. When we neared the ravine, the last stretch before the cave with our exit, the pace quickened.

The defenders, one on either side of our group, activated Shield Wall, an ability that summoned a protective barrier based on their constitution scores. That tends to be pretty high for defenders, and theirs was high enough that the entire length of our party was behind a magic shield. 

I had seen them use Shield Wall on several occasions. Usually, the shields were mobile and followed us like they did in the ravine. If the Defenders willed it though, Shield Wall could produce a static barrier.

Arrows and spells rained down from both sides of the ravine, pinging off of the Shield Walls. Each raider I saw was dressed in the same leathers as the two locals we hosted in our dungeon camp, but whether those events were connected, I didn’t know. A tangle of vines burst from the ground to block our path, and one of our black mages torched them immediately. I felt the concussion of spells that I couldn’t name, like dense beams of magic that culminated in concentrated explosions or giant iron fists that attempted to punch through our defenders.

I don’t remember most of the sprint, to be honest with you. Once I was aware of how quickly I could die, the tunnel vision of the moment didn’t bother registering memories. All that mattered was getting into the cave and through the gate.

We ran out the other side of the gate. A violent downpour greeted us, but our guides ignored it. Instead, they spun to face the gate and assumed a defensive formation. The black mages were ready to unload on whoever attempted to leave the dungeon, and the defenders were prepared to cut off escapes or attacks.

For two long minutes, we waited in the rain, eyes locked on the gate.

And it was gone. The dungeon was closed. I was surprised none of our attackers risked going through after us. They had nothing else to lose at that point, but that never happened. The gate shut, and it was just our party standing in the rain.

Our guides relaxed.

“Apologies for the stressful experience,” Dawit said to us as well as the camera people. “The important thing is we are safe, and we are going home. I’m afraid we need to hurry. We can still make it to the beach before nightfall, but we cannot delay.”

Nobody spoke, and we jogged any time we were on a trail clear enough and straight enough. Gray, frothy waves beat against the beach when we arrived, and the long stretch from the mainland to the yacht was a violent churn. I didn’t know anything about sailing, but that looked bad to me. 

Our skipper seemed to agree. He met us on the beach at the rendezvous point and yelled for us to hurry. In seconds, we were on the boat, looking for any passable handhold. Of all the physical challenges I faced on that trip, that boat ride beat me up the most. The never-ending rises and falls slammed us again and again, to the point that I just closed my eyes and focused on holding on.

After what felt like hours, Megan grabbed my arm and helped me off the boat. The crew was there to greet us. While half of them tended to our gear, the other half gave us bathrobes and hot tea. We sat on hard plastic benches somewhere in the hold.

“Thank you for your trust,” Dawit said. “I’m sorry the final portion of our trip was not as carefree as we would have liked. I hope that doesn’t ruin the whole experience for you. Safe travels home.”

I hadn’t seen the other guides leave the room, but when I looked up to say goodbye to Dawit, he was already shutting the door behind him. The two camerapeople, as well as Megan and I, were left behind with the crew, who were already cleaning our equipment.

I nudged Megan with my elbow. “Nathan and Beth are probably waiting up again.”

“Yeah. Let’s go find them.” 

This time, I helped her up.

They were in the third-floor lounge again.

“Weather fucking sucked, right?” Nathan said. He had a cup of hot chocolate sitting on the coffee table in front of him.

Megan fell onto the couch and dropped her head in Nathan’s lap.

Beth was asleep on another couch. I decided not to wake her.

Unlike Megan, I felt bad about using the furniture in the state we were in, so I sat on the floor, which soon turned into lying on my back, looking up at the dark stained wood on the ceiling.

“What’s wrong?” Nathan asked.

“Did you guys see any locals?”

“No, dude.”

“Raiders?”

“You guys ran into raiders?” 

I nodded.

Her voice muffled by Nathan’s leg, Megan said, “None of us got hurt. The gate closed before they could get out.”

“Jesus.” Nathan moved the hair out of Megan’s face. “You’re sure you’re okay?”

“I’ll be fine. Just let me lie here for the next three days.”

“Sorry that happened to you guys.”

“It’s okay,” Megan said. “I’m level 10 now.”

“Nice!” Nathan exclaimed. “Congrats, babe. What’d you end up taking?”

“I still have to pick.” She read the unlock descriptions for what she selected at level 9:



Outnumbered

Class: Brawler

Type: Ability

Cooldown: 30 seconds

Duration: Instant

Prerequisites: Taunt, Knock Back

Every target within a four-foot radius is pushed backward. Total distance is based on your Strength stat. Any damage you deal to these targets in the next 3 seconds is increased by 2.5%.

Level 10 was a system milestone. In addition to having the option to multiclass, unlocks were also a little different. First of all, level 10 came with a bonus ability, which for Megan was the following:

Down But Not Out

Class: Brawler

Type: Passive Ability

Cooldown: 24 hours

Duration: 15 seconds

If your health falls below 25%, Second Wind activates, granting you bonus health equivalent to 50% of your maximum and a 5% improvement to all stats for the duration of the ability.

The other oddity of reaching level 10, was that the three unlocks offered at that level only appeared once, meaning the two you didn’t pick would not appear in your pool of unselected options like every other ability you passed on.

For a brawler, those abilities were:

Stronger

Class: Brawler

Type: Trait

Cooldown: None

Duration: Perpetual

Gain a +1 to Strength.

Faster

Class: Brawler

Type: Trait

Cooldown: None

Duration: Perpetual

Gain a +1 to Dexterity

Tougher

Class: Brawler

Type: Trait

Cooldown: None

Duration: Perpetual

Gain a +1 to Constitution

If you were unimpressed by those, every brawler on Earth would agree with you. Compared to other classes, Megan’s choices were pretty lame.

“I’ll pick later,” she grumbled.

Silence settled in the room, and I was perfectly fine with it.

Oh. I was level 10 now. Did I read that and forget because of the chaos, or did I miss it completely? Whatever. I was level 10.

I expected it to feel… better. Right now, the only feeling I had was tired. Maybe tomorrow I’d experience the excitement I expected, I thought, but I wasn't waiting that long to make my selections. 

First up, the archer class received this bonus unlock at level 10:

Battle-Hardened

Class: Archer

Type: Trait

Cooldown: None

Duration: Perpetual

Gain a 5% bonus to damage and to damage resistance. Additionally, arrow damage and penetration ability now scale with your level.

That was a pretty decent freebie, I felt.

I still had 3 new unlocks to choose from, but remember that these options were only offered once: 

Split the Arrow

Class: Archer

Type: Ability

Cooldown: 1 hour

Duration: Instant

Your next shot duplicates the targeting of the last arrow you fired. Split the Arrow will fail if your physical aim is radically different from the original.

Vengeful Arrow

Class: Archer

Type: Ability

Cooldown: 1 Hour

Duration: Instant

The damage of your next arrow is increased by 10%.

Marked

Class: Archer

Type: Ability

Cooldown: 1 Hour

Duration: Instant

If the next arrow hits a creature, increase damage dealt by party members by 5% for 5 seconds for the target creature.

Split the Arrow was a common choice for power builds. The first arrow was only about precision rather than damage. The second arrow was the power shot, and as long as the bow was trained on the same general target, the archer didn’t have to worry about accuracy while they powered up.

Most any build could benefit from Marked. It was useful for boss fights, but the ability really shone in upper-ranked dungeons with large parties. 12 crawlers getting 5% bonus damage was noticeably different from 5 crawlers doing the same.

My build guide recommended Vengeful Arrow because it synergized well with Multi-Shot, so I could unleash a Dual Nocking, Multi-Shot, Vengeful Arrow combo where all six arrows benefited from the Vengeful buff.

I put 2 stat points into strength and then put the last into dexterity. When I finished, my system profile looked like this:

Dorion Carmino

Class: Archer

Level: 10

XP Progress: 377/51200

Secondary Class Progress: 0/1000 MA

Str: 10

Dex: 18

Con: 10

Int: 5

Cha: 3

Abilities:


	Piercing Shot




	Dual Nocking




	Multi-Shot




	Vengeful Arrow



Traits: 


	Ranged Accuracy




	Improved Reload




	Sharpen




	Momentum




	Swift Hands




	Bloody Hands




	Battle-Hardened



Spells: (none)

Equipment: Ring of Minor Stoneskin

I don’t remember closing my system profile. I fell asleep on the floor.
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                    Patreon readers are closing in on the completion of book 2. You could be one of those readers: https://www.patreon.com/c/marshalcarper

 

I dig production value, and I think that can apply to serial web novels as well. Necromancer's Inheritance goes to great lengths to put as much polish on every aspect of the story experience, and that's something I believe most of us can appreciate:


THE ULTIMATE WEAK-TO-STRONG NECROMANCER FANTASY

RULE THE LABYRINTH. COMMAND THE DEAD.
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LORD OF THE DEAD







[ WHAT TO EXPECT ]



✦ 100+ CHAPS VOL 1




✦ DARK FANTASY




✦ WEAK TO STRONG




✦ REAL NECROMANCY




✦ RUTHLESS WORLD




✦ SMART MC & COMBAT




[!] CONTENT WARNING: Murder. Necromancy.







 Cassius has survived this long by keeping his head down, taking the abuse, and letting the arrogant mages and meatheads do the dying. But when an expedition goes catastrophically wrong, leaving his party slaughtered, Cassius doesn't run. 



He descends into a forgotten tomb the labyrinth kept hidden for millennia. He's done carrying the burdens of the strong.




THE DEAD WILL CARRY HIS.
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                We were warned it would happen, but that didn’t make it any less pleasant.

As soon as we reached customs in Los Angeles, the four of us were separated into individual interview rooms. 

Before we left Pittsburgh, Enforcer Chapman informed us that government employees returning from abroad faced more scrutiny. Customs would stop us, and we would also be interviewed at least one more time by CDM investigators, usually two weeks or so after we were back. 

That sucked, but it made sense. I suspected Chrissy was familiar with this process as well because she gave us detailed itineraries that accounted for our time out of the country. Nathan and I agreed that it was more suspicious to have that information perfectly prepared, but Megan believed the people in customs would actually appreciate it. It was like Chrissy had pre-filled half of the report for them already.

My interviewer was a tired-looking soccer mom, the kind who, despite how docile they might seem, were really inches away from a nuclear-grade meltdown.

After we verified all of the basic information, she went into her questions.

What was the purpose of your visit to Hawaii and Taiwan?

“Hawaii was just a connecting flight. We were invited to be on a crawler television show, and that’s where they sent us.”

How long were you out of the country?

“15 days.”

Where did you stay in Taiwan?

“With a company called Bluewater Security.”

What is it they do?

“They escort people into the wilds on leveling adventures.”

Did you go into the wilds?

“Yes.”

Are you bringing anything from the wilds with you into the United States?

“My roommate brought a stuffed dire guinea pig back with us.”

That answer knocked her off script. She went from being a living electronic form to a genuinely curious investigator in a blink. Given what she did for a living, I imagined saying something she hadn’t heard before was a rare experience, so she paid close attention.

“Can you repeat that?” she asked.

“My roommate brought a stuffed dire guinea pig back with us. I didn’t personally bring anything from the wilds back with me.”

“Why?”

“We’ve had this running joke about getting a stuffed pet for the apartment. He was offered one, so he took it.”

“Who offered it?”

“Bluewater Security.”

“For what purpose?”

My natural reaction was to sigh, which I regretted, given the nature of the interview. “Decoration. I’m sure he’ll use it to scare me at least once.”

She seemed to collect herself.

Did you pack your own luggage, and at any time, was your luggage out of your sight?

“Packed my own. And several times. The people we stayed with sent them in a separate car to the airport for us, so not since then.”

Are you carrying any firearms, explosives, weapons, or illegal drugs?

“On my person, no. We did travel with weapons since we’re crawlers, so there’s a bunch of those in our checked bags.”

Did you or have you ever had contact with someone from a foreign government?

“Not to my knowledge.”

Have you ever been approached by someone wanting access to government information?

“No.”

Do you have anything to declare?

“No.”

When I got out of the interview room, I found Beth rubbing her eyes and Nathan asleep with his head propped against a vending machine. My heart lurched, thinking Beth was crying, but when she lowered her hands, that wasn’t the case. She was just tired.

“They threatened to take Lil’ Dorion,” Nathan said. His eyes never opened.

“This thing better be worth the trouble.”

“When you see it, you’ll be mad we didn’t get two.”

“Did your interviews go okay?”

They both nodded.

A moment later, Megan joined us. “I suppose this means we’re all free to go then.”

“It’d be cool if we were all going back to the guild house right now,” Nathan added as we walked to baggage claim. 

Megan kissed him on the cheek. “Someday soon. We’re making progress.”

“Yeah. We are.”

Eventually, Nathan and I got back to the apartment. We hadn’t been gone long, but I was relieved to be home.

“We made it,” Nathan whispered as though he were out of breath. “Wild trip, bro.”

He wrapped his arms around me before I could raise mine, bundling my arms awkwardly to my ribs.

“I’m glad you’re my best friend, and thank you for putting up with me,” he added. 

“Of course, man.”

I don’t remember anything from that moment until I woke up late in the night. Any drowsiness I had fled in an instant. With no hope of going back to sleep, I grabbed my phone.

McDouglas sent me an email:

Come to my office when you get in this morning.

This morning? As in a few hours from now? I was certain we had the day off to recover, and a quick search of my emails confirmed that we did. Did McDouglas just not know that, or was this some kind of test?

Goddamnit. I was going into the office.



“Welcome home, Enforcer Gray,” McDouglas said with a big grin. His hands were laced behind his head, and he leaned back in his desk chair. He wore a cotton candy pink polo today. “So an energy drink company took you to Taiwan to level? I thought Chapman was trying to make a joke, but it was actually true.”

“We got really lucky.”

“Blatantly accepting a bribe is an interesting decision.”

“What?”

He grinned. “Just joking. How far did you get?”

“Level 10.”

McDouglas lost his smile. “Are you messing with me to get revenge for what I said just now?”

“Nope. It was a busy trip.”

“Sounds like it if you reached level 10. What did you think of the wilds? That was your first time, right?”

“I really liked it, to be honest,” I said. “I can see why people want to go deeper, but I also see why people avoid it. We got ambushed by locals coming out of our last gate.”

“How many?”

“17.”

“And what, you fought?”

I shook my head. “Our guides got us out right before the gate closed. Our attackers were still inside when it did.”

“They deal with that a lot out there?”

“Seemed like it.”

“You good?”

“Yeah,” I answered. “I’m fine.”

“Well, welcome back. I wanted to tell you in person that George Baker got released, in case you hadn’t heard.”

“Chapman emailed me about it. Should I be worried?”

“Just aware. If you ever get a funky feeling, though, let me know.”

“Did anything big happen with RAID while I was out?”

McDouglas shrugged. “As far as I know, the case is still in court. That was really all I needed, though. Mostly wanted to say ‘welcome back.’ Oh, I also heard Grensmith gave you a contact for wilderness training. How is that going?”

“He never called us back. I’ll try him a couple more times before I give up.”

“That’s a shame. Those are good skills to have. Let me know if you want another recommendation.”

“I will. Thank you. Can I ask you something? I read this study about gates getting progressively more difficult, and I was wondering, does the CDM take an official stance on that kind of thing?”

“What sort of stance would they take?”

“Like announcing that they agree with the researchers and are planning accordingly or maybe the exact opposite of that.”

Chuckling, McDouglas replied, “You think I’m exaggerating, but digitalization is still a new idea around here. Changes to anything take a long time to trickle down when you work in government, so I wouldn’t expect any sort of agile adaptation. Nobody hurries unless something is on fire. They hurry the fastest when it's their own department burning.”

“That makes sense. Well, thank you for your answer.”

When I turned to leave, McDouglas called after me, “I’m impressed you came into work today. I figured you would take this day off to recover.”

All I could manage was a weak smile.

“Ah. I’m sorry about that. Thanks for coming in just for me.”

“It’s fine.”



“Good to have you back,” Enforcer Cortez said to me at the start of our shift the following morning. 

We were scheduled for three shifts in a row, which was brutal. This first shift was harvest site inspections, and the next two were RAID room duty. I wondered if Cortez did something to upset Chapman, but I decided against opening that box.

“Was the leveling productive?” he asked as we got into our CDM SUV to start making the rounds. 

Two feet of snow had recently fallen, and that was the third snow in a row. The city was out of places to put it, and many of the roads, especially those not in the city proper, were plowed down to “good enough” rather than cleared completely. We didn’t pull any sites that required chains on our tires that day, but that was just dumb luck.

“Made it to level 10,” I answered as I drove.

“No shit. Damn. You trained like a manic.”

“We definitely did.”

“This was a Nad-Nade contest? I couldn’t find anything about it online.”

“They said their socials run behind by a few months sometimes, so you might not see us for a while.” Which was a half-truth. The Dungeon Divas would appear on the Nad-Nade social channels, but my face never would.

“And the wilds? What was that like?”

“Like the surface itself was a dungeon,” I answered. “We had escorts, but it was still pretty intense.”

“I’m so jealous, brother. So jealous. I got one goddamn crawl while you were gone. One!”

“That’s awful.”

“Not going to lie,” he said, “I’m pretty frustrated. A Ricky Contract is starting to sound pretty good.”

“Ricky Contract? As in Rick Young, the crawler prophet?”

“Guess you missed that little nugget. New Eden is going to need its own version of the CDM, so he has outright said anyone with dungeon management experience above level 5 is automatically given an interview, so people are calling it the Ricky Contract. It ends up being twice what I’m making now and comes with a bunch of other shit.”

“The CDM has to be pissed about that.”

Cortez shrugged. “I know Chapman wasn’t happy, but none of the shot callers have said anything, as far as I know.”

“A nation-church doesn’t sound like your kind of party.”

“That’s only where it’s starting,” he argued. “The pilgrims had big sticks up their asses, but that didn’t stay the norm.”

“Yeah… How long do you expect to be alive? That wasn’t a fast process.”

“Let a guy dream. I already missed the first wave of South American crawler jobs. I told myself a special project with the CDM would be good for my career and keep me close to my family. Nope. I end up in fucking Pittsburgh with no gates to run.” He turned to me. “No offense.”

“None taken.”

“South America still gives me a decent chance at seeing my family every so often because I’ll actually have the money to fly back home. If I miss this boat, joining up to resettle Australia might be my only real choice.”

“You’re that serious about leaving the CDM?”

He sighed. “Sometimes even I don’t know whether the shit I’m talking is for real or not. The idea is serious enough that it’s rolling around in my brain. I can say that much for sure.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I totally get why you’re frustrated. What would have to change for you to feel better about being here?”

“More gates and a raise.”

“So that sounds like you’ve already made your decision.”

“Because neither of those things is likely to happen?”

“Yep.”

Cortez slouched in his seat, defeated. “You’re right. I only just got my bump for finishing the internship, so a raise isn’t happening. I don’t see the gate situation getting better either.”

“For what it's worth, I like having you as a partner.”

“That’s definitely not enough to keep me here,” he said, holding a straight face before breaking out into laughter a few moments later. “Come on, Enforcer Gray. Let’s go write the Allegheny Dungeon Delvers some tickets.”
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The Archmage Who Turned the Lich King Into a Saintess





The world already ended once.

Three hundred years in the future, the Lich King Serivhal destroyed civilization and nearly ascended to godhood. The only one who could stop him was the Archmage Liria Yggdris.

So she rewound time.

This time, she’ll kill him before he becomes the Lord of Undeath.

Easy plan.

Unfortunately, the young Serivhal turns out to be:

• a starving orphan

• a walking necromantic disaster

• and absolutely convinced Liria is a divine savior sent to rescue him

Now the future Lich King follows her everywhere, calling her Big Sister and trying very hard to be good.

Liria wanted to stop the apocalypse.

Instead, she ended up raising the Lich King.

And somehow… the future Lord of Undeath became a Saintess.















                

                “We haven’t watched The Wilds: Alaska in a while,” Nathan said, scrolling through our streaming options with a remote in one hand and a piece of pizza in the other. 

Lil’ Dorion, his stuffed dire guinea pig, sat on the couch next to him. It looked just like a normal guinea pig except it was larger than a house cat and had long front claws and two long fangs that reminded me of walrus tusks.

He added, “If the frost giants were considerate, they would have scheduled their appearance closer to the finale.”

“It has felt a lot less exciting since then.”

“Louis is doing a run.” Nathan clicked into the stream to read the description. “A-ranked badlands gate, possibly a cyclops boss.”

“Those are pretty big dungeons. Could be a long run.”

“Looks like they're 7 hours in. I’m good with this if you are, bro.”

“Sure,” I replied. 

A badlands gate was only partially like the rocky pillars and sharp hills you would see in the South Dakota Badlands, but dungeon gates mixed them with stretches of tropical jungle. When Nathan and I first saw an overhead view of this gate type, he remarked that the two environments mixed like spots on a black and white cow.

Which is to say they didn’t really mix at all. They existed right next to one another, but the edges were stark and harsh.

Just then, the stream cut to a view from the party’s scouting drone. In the distance above the treeline, five birds with green and purple plumage circled what was either a nest or a potential meal. The skeletons of these monsters closely resembled what we know as pterodactyls. 

In the dungeon, these monsters used a variation of the Taunt ability to temporarily Stun their prey. The ability could only target one creature at a time, and it required the monster to be in an active dive. For a crawler, it felt like suddenly being afraid to move, like another step would surely end in your death.

Because of that ability and because people are bad at spelling, pterodactyls in dungeons were known as “terror birds” or just “terrors.”

The drone panned down to two bipedal creatures with woody-brown feathers. The scale was tough to judge from a drone, but these were “bigals” (pronounced biggles like giggles) and were usually around 25 feet long, making them seem like oversized velociraptors. In addition to their size, bigals used earth magic to shake the ground, open chasms, or erect earthen barriers, all of which helped them to trap or corral prey. 

Their skeletons matched what we called an allosaurus. When a museum put a set of these bones on display, they earned the nickname “Big Al.” Left in the hands of stream viewers and chatters, all allosaurus monsters became commonly known as bigals.

“Haven’t seen bigals in a hot minute,” Nathan remarked. “Running into those sucks for Louis.”

Bigals had exceptional hearing and loved to third-party an active battle, attacking the healthiest creature before turning on the wounded. Two meals for the price of one.

If Louis’ party was too loud, bigals would come running but not attack until the worst possible moment.

“Did you hear they found a tribe of ogres in Montana?” Nathan asked after a long stretch of no conversation.

“I just finished three straight shifts. My world was only as big as the RAID room.”

“Dude, that’s not a yes or a no.”

“Sorry, no.”

“Seven of them in the Rocky Mountains, first sighting they’ve had in three or four decades.”

“Yeah, I missed that completely,” I admitted.

“How long you think until the Divas can take ogres?”

“One by itself is C-ranked, so if the setup was in our favor, we might be able to manage it. Really, though, I wouldn’t want Megan to be our only frontliner in a fight like that. Way too dangerous.”

Nathan nodded along as I spoke. “That’s assuming we’re not pulling some Diva bullshit, though.”

“Huh?”

“Like blowing up trolls or poisoning goblins. Diva bullshit.”

I laughed. “Yeah, that calculation doesn’t include ‘Diva bullshit.’”

“Speaking of,” Nathan began. “I have an idea for the Banning Mine nest. It’s elaborate and relies on the train tracks that run nearby. We need to do another scouting visit to see if what I’m picturing could work.”

“What are you picturing?”

“Shh.”

“Really?”

“Yep. I’m the one baking the cake. It doesn’t come out of the oven until I say it’s ready.”

Sighing, I said, “Not even a hint?”

“I already told you the train tracks are the key.”

I couldn’t think of any tactics the train tracks enabled for us, so I dropped it.

After a while, Nathan mused, “I keep thinking about whether or not Nad-Nade extends the sponsorship after the show airs.”

“What about it is on your mind?”

“What life looks like if we get it and what life looks like if we don’t. Both ways scare me. Deciding what to do about my day job if it works out is stressful as fuck, but not getting it will be pretty heartbreaking after everything we’ve done. Aren’t you thinking about that stuff too?”

“I keep hearing people at work talking about jumping ship,” I answered. “Auditors have been up our asses, and leveling settlers means a lot fewer gates to go around. Even Cortez is thinking about taking a job in New Eden.”

“How serious is he?”

“I haven’t known him that long, all things considered, but he seemed serious to me.”

“It sucks to lose him, but people quitting is good for you,” Nathan said. “That makes you more valuable. All of this wild hunting stuff was about getting a better job in the agency, right? Sounds like fewer competitors would help too.”

He didn’t know it, but Nathan was referring to the Unsung Heroes. Other than a few attaboys from McDouglas, I didn’t have any measurable progress to point to. I still didn’t know what they even did. 

All I could offer Nathan in reply was a noncommittal shrug. “Nad-Nade money would be great, but being a creator is so unpredictable. How many ‘big stars’ have we seen come and go? One viral moment, and then you never see them again.”

“Dude, hundreds. I’m not stoked about running ductwork, but the stability is amazing. Feels like the first time I’ve gotten to a point where I wasn’t terrified about paying bills. I totally see where you’re coming from.”

“I need another beer.” I stood to go into the kitchen.

“Hook me up too.”



Two more Pittsburgh RAID drones got shot down on my day off. They were not easily replaced, so our fleet dwindled. Presently, we had enough in working condition to have near-complete coverage, but we started having to sometimes decide what sites took priority and which could go unmonitored until another drone was available.

Enforcer Black caught me up on that development as I waited for Cortez to come into work to start our shift. 

“Have you heard anything new about the lawsuit?” Black asked me in a hushed voice. The RAID room wasn’t the most private place to speak.

“Nothing. You?”

“Not a word.”

“Enforcer Gray, come here, please.” Enforcer Chapman yelled for me from the conference room, and it occurred to me that was the first time I heard her raise her voice.

As I stood, Black mouthed, “Good luck” to me.

The conference room table was covered in papers and binders. With the additional scrutiny on RAID, Chapman had unofficially claimed this space as her third office it seemed.

“Enforcer Cortez is taking a sick day. We don’t have a spare body to give you a partner for inspections, so you’re off fieldwork for the day. The helpline is short-staffed, so you’re going to help them for this shift. Third floor. They’re expecting you.”

“The helpline?”

“Correct. Is that an issue?”

“No, ma’am.”

On the third floor, a silver-haired woman with black cat earrings pointed me to a desk in a small sea of telephone operators. Of the other ten or so working, at least half were on active calls, filling the room with one side of several conversations.

My chair as an intern was more comfortable, and the wood veneer on my desk chipped and peeled.

“Your headset is tied to the computer program that manages calls. If you click ‘answer’ when you get an alert, it automatically comes through your headset. Follow the script and write in the answers you receive. When the call is over, categorize it and wait for another call. The transcription is automatic, so your notes don’t have to be direct quotes. If you need to transfer a call, click that tab in the corner there and pick something. Any questions?”

“I don’t think so,” I answered.

“Good. Thank you for pitching in for us today.”

“Sure.”

I quickly learned that the “help” in helpline should have been “complaint.” 

Unsurprisingly, the majority of the calls I fielded were civilian noise and parking complaints. Harvest sites were a nuisance, and even when guilds followed procedure to the letter, someone would always be unhappy. I dutifully followed my script and filled in the little white boxes with the answers I received.

A handful of monster reports came in, and not a single one of those callers struck me as credible. They each seemed a bit frantic on top of openly paranoid. One woman said a troll looked in her window every night. An elderly man said he could see goblin eyes in the trees when the moon was full. My absolute favorite was a raspy-voiced woman who believed her next-door neighbors were goblins in disguise.

Toward the end of my shift, we were inundated with calls about the crawler portal not working properly. A separate IT and help center entirely were responsible for those sorts of inquiries, but crawlers grew impatient being on hold and started to call us, hoping we either had an answer or could get them around the long hold times.

We could do neither. Crawlers were unhappy about that and expressed their frustrations to me personally since no one else could listen. By the seventh vitriol-ridden shouting tirade, I had become immune to it, so I turned the volume down on my headset and checked my phone while they raged on in my ear.

From what I could piece together, the portal was hanging right after a gate reservation was confirmed. The next step after that was supposed to be a confirmation page, and then all the same information was sent to the user’s email address.

That confirmation page never loaded, and the email never came. When users refreshed the page, they found that the gate they wanted was still listed as available. 

The portal did, however, withdraw funds from the bank account on file.

A bunch of gates were likely to end up double or triple booked, and the accounting team had a mess of refunds to issue. One indie crawler I spoke with bought the same E gate four times over, for example. Her bank charged her for overdrafting her checking account, and she had a rent payment to make, the money for which was now in CDM limbo.

When my shift was over, the repetition of the script echoed in my head, as did the half dozen beeps and boops the call software used for alerts and confirmations. 

Though I might not have been certain about my professional future with the CDM, I knew with complete certainty that working the help line was not where I wanted to spend the rest of my life. 

A CDM number called my phone, and I answered, expecting to hear a gate offer.

“Is this a bad time?” Enforcer McDouglas asked.

“Nope. Just driving home.”

“I’m sure you saw the excitement around the C gate today, and Inspector Dempson got the assignment.”

“No, sorry. What C gate?”

“I assumed RAID would be a madhouse over it.”

“I got to work the helpline today.”

McDouglas laughed. “Chapman is serious about making you pay your dues, huh? Anyway, a C gate opened in the parking lot of a private logistics company, so a drone ended up with the perfect view of scarab beetle parts in the back of a truck. When our people got on site, the whole company was shredding files and smashing hard drives.”

“Black market gate harvests.”

“You got it.”

Dungeon harvests were taxed heavily, creating an incentive for harvesters to get materials out of a gate without ever having declared them to the CDM or the IRS. 

Fortunately, most black market sales were for items and materials that had value but weren’t particularly dangerous. Scarab shells, for example, were not a danger to the public the way blight slimes were. Tax evasion was taken just as seriously, though.

McDouglas continued, “This is a pretty big bust, and Dempson asked for you when he heard you were working RAID. Interested?”

“Already turning around to go back to the office.”

“My man. Dempson will be expecting you.”
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Avatar: Guardian of the Sea





After dying from COVID, Oliver never expected to wake up again. Especially not in the world of Avatar: The Last Airbender.

Reborn among the people of the Northern Water Tribe, Oliver soon realises that this second life comes with a strange advantage. He carries faint memories of the world's future. Unfortunately, it has been years since he watched the series in his previous life, and most of the details are hazy at best.

Still, he remembers enough to know one thing. The Fire Nation's shadow is coming.

Rather than sit back and watch history unfold, Oliver decides to act. Whether through waterbending, knowledge from another world, or sheer determination, he will carve out his own place in this era.

And if protecting the Northern Water Tribe from the Fire Nation becomes his role in this new life, then so be it.

What to expect: 

- no harem

- OC main character 

- weak to strong 

- Not just following the original story. Extra stuff too

- a tiny addition from a different franchise (not naming due to spoilers, but the addition is an animal companion)















                

                “Enforcer Gray, good to see you again,” Investigator Dempson said, offering to shake my hand. For my part, I was excited to get to work with one of Enforcer McDouglas’ mentors again.

His office was a little bigger than McDouglas’ but not by much. The view was better, though. I could see the Allegheny River if I leaned at just the right angle.

“I appreciate you thinking of me. How can I help?”

“Our techs are in the middle of processing a few terabytes of black market gate harvest data. Early analysis leads us to believe that the harvests were local, which is a bit of a gift for us. The rarer materials could only come out of a few select gates, so we have decent theories about where and when they originated.”

I nodded. “That makes sense.”

“The problem is we’re missing the middle of that story. We don’t know what happens between the gate and our distributors. Somehow, the materials are being smuggled out of gates and off of harvest sites without drones, on-site inspectors, or harvest analysts noticing anything amiss. The classic move is to simply underreport a haul, but our early digging hasn’t turned anything up. The reports we have seem to match the hauls we can see leaving the gate and getting shipped out by truck. Tracking what I’m saying so far, Gray?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I asked for someone from RAID to help us review drone footage. There’s too much of it for the investigation team to handle it alone, and I think there is value in tapping someone who has more practice watching the world from a drone’s perspective. You might see something we missed simply because you’re more accustomed to parsing what you’re seeing from a drone feed.”

“I’ll get started right away,” I said.

“I assumed you’d wait until tomorrow morning.”

“If you have materials ready for me to review, I’d like to start now.”

“I have approval to borrow you, but I don’t have approval for overtime. I’ll need at least a day to get that put through.”

“I don’t mind staying late on my own time,” I replied. “If we could let Enforcer Chapman know that I’m not angling for sneaky overtime hours, that would help me a lot.”

Dempson didn’t hide his smirk. I took that to mean he understood my worries. The last thing I needed was Chapman discovering me at my desk when I wasn’t scheduled to be. She would assume the worst of me and get pissed about my burning budget without permission.

He turned to his keyboard. A few entries and mouse clicks later, I felt my phone buzz.

“The first batch is in your email. Thank you for your help.”

“Thank you for thinking of me, sir.”



I immediately spotted a problem: RAID had only been live for a few months now, and the data Dempson flagged for me to investigate went back six. 

For example, the scarab shells that kicked off this entire investigation could be harvested from giant armored beetles that appeared in C, B, and A gates, primarily in desert environments but also in tombs. Their shells were desirable for their use in armor and other protective gear as well as high-activity industrial machines. Something like a ball and socket would always experience some level of wear, but if both of those were coated with scarab shells, the parts that might need replaced every 4 years would last 20 to 30 instead.

That reliability guarded against surprise breakdowns and dramatically reduced maintenance costs. Not only did they need fewer service checks, but machines didn’t need to go offline for part swaps as often, saving a business several valuable hours.

In the last six months, the CDM logged eight gates with scarab spawns inside. Only one of those was within the window of when RAID was online. 

That gate was bought by the Allegheny Dungeon Extractors, and I spent four hours scrubbing through three and a half days of recorded drone footage, watching people and machines dart around the harvest site in fast forward. Few items were large enough to hide scarab shells within them, but every time I saw something that was remotely capable, I put the footage on normal speed and watched where that item went and what happened to it.

Industrial barrels went in and out of gates regularly. One could hold scarab shells if they were broken up a bit. A stack of scaffolding and tarps could hide something underneath. Another harvested material could serve a similar purpose as well.

For example, in the case of this gate in particular, three loads of ironwood came out. You might be able to hide scarab shells under that.

I found nothing glaringly amiss, though. Harvesters were well aware that a CDM drone hovered over the job site, so I wasn’t likely to catch someone with an armful of unclaimed loot casually strolling from place to place. They knew better.

That was assuming this site was the origin point for the scarab shells. It was very possible that they came from one of the unrecorded sites and no matter how hard I looked, there would always be nothing to find.

At 2 a.m., I got a cup of tea from the breakroom and debated whether I should call it here for the night or if I should get a head start on another site review. 

I scrolled through the list of recordings Dempson sent me. I had 39 harvest sites to review in this batch alone, which was 156 hours of review time in total if each harvest site took as long as the first to search through. His team wasn’t done processing the evidence from the black market raid, so I expected this list to grow over the next few days. Then it would baloon again when they managed to salvage data from the hard drives the suspects attempted to destroy.

The needle was too small, and the haystack was too big.

Dempson never said I had to review these in any particular order. What if I found a way to make the haystack smaller?

To start, I set aside materials that were small enough to fit in a backpack. Yes, it’s bad that pollen from suicide flowers was being extracted and sold without government oversight, but my chances of spotting a suspicious water bottle–because that’s all the bigger a container you would need–were small.

That reduced the number of harvest sites in my pool from 39 to 21.

Next, I filtered out materials where more than half of the harvests recorded in the last six months occurred outside the window of RAID being operational. 

That brought the pool down to 9. 

Then I adjusted that criteria again. Instead of more than half of the harvests occurring prior to RAID, I eliminated materials that had more than two-thirds of their harvests happening before RAID.

That brought the pool down to 4.

Two of those sites harvested drake wings. One harvested titanboa skin, and one harvested frost worms. Frost worms were about the size of ghost salamanders, and the entirety of their bodies was valuable. Ground up, they were used in medicine to fight acute inflammation and were added to materials designed to be perpetually cold or to function in cold environments.

That was 24 days in total of footage, which was still a lot. I would need three or four days of scrubbing through video to search all of it. Six or seven if I was exceptionally thorough.

But 4 sites were far more manageable than 39. If nothing came of it, I would continue through the rest of the videos just like I was assigned.

I got home around 4:30 a.m. and opened the apartment door at the exact moment Nathan tried to do the same from the other side.

He yelped. “Dude. Fuck. You scared the shit out of me.”

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to.”

“Are you just getting home from work?”

“Yeah. I’m going to get a few hours of sleep and head back.”

“Dinner tonight?”

“I may have to work late. Sorry.”

“All good, bro. I’ll see you when I see you.”

I locked the door behind him and crawled into bed.



Cortez took another sick day. I texted him to see if he was alright, and he said, “all good.” Given our recent conversations, I suspected he was taking interviews for potential crawler jobs abroad. He could have also been genuinely sick, but the timing was specific enough that I was suspicious.

Not that I held it against him in any way. He wasn’t letting me down by missing work, and I didn’t blame him for feeling frustrated with the state of the CDM. I had been back for almost a week now and hadn’t drawn a single gate. Even with the boost from the Nad-Nade trip, I was irritated that the most attractive benefit for my joining the CDM had all but disappeared.

At any rate, I resumed my research project, starting with the drake wing sites. One was another Allegheny Dungeon Extractors gate, and the other was the Dungeon Delvers. Given that they were the two largest guilds in the region, their names appearing frequently in my records wasn’t unusual. They cleared a lot of gates.

Scrubbing through footage from the first site, I realized I didn’t know all that much about drake wings. The echelon of society that owned a sailboat as a hobby used them for sails. They were also used in major organ repairs, most commonly for hearts and lungs. A few startups explored using them in modern aviation, from jetliners to fighter planes, and at least one brand made very expensive wingsuits from the material.

The times I had seen drake wings in person during an inspection, they were transported flat, stacked like sheets of paper. As I saw cylinders and pipes going in and out of gates, I wondered if, perhaps, they could be rolled up. That’s what art thieves did with rare canvases. They cut them out of the frame and transported them in a tube.

Could the same be done with drake wings?

I didn’t know, so I made a note to look into that and took down the relevant timestamps.

Around 6 p.m., I was still scrubbing through the first drake harvest footage. My four-hour estimate was atrociously optimistic, I realized, and it took an email ping from Investigator Dempson for me to realize how late it was.

His overtime budget was approved, and he cleared everything else with Enforcer Chapman. I could focus on this task exclusively for the foreseeable future and could work as late as I wanted, including on my scheduled days off.

The extra money was a motivator for me, but I was more interested in demonstrating my value to the CDM. For as good as things seemed to be going with the Dungeon Divas channel, we weren’t making enough where I felt comfortable quitting my job, so I didn’t want to lose sight of my Unsung Heroes objective in the meantime.

I sent Megan a message.

“I might not be able to make it to our next hunt. I got pulled into another project and don’t know what the hours are like.”

The three dots representing Megan typing appeared and disappeared three times over. Finally, she said, “I understand. Would it bother you if we went and scouted the Banning Nest without you? Nathan wants to evaluate the site again before telling us his master plan.”

“I don’t mind.”

“I promise we won’t kill anything.”

“You’re all good. I’m not worried.”

“Should we be worried about him? I mean, how practical should I expect a Nathan plan to be?”

“He’s taking this seriously, so I don’t think he’d suggest anything he didn’t think would actually work. But I don’t have any idea what direction he’s headed.”

“Me neither.”

Around that time, Dempson sent me a mess of new training modules, all on black market economics. What items were most sought after, what their rough value was in both legitimate and illegitimate sales, and an estimate of their rarity.

Gate ranks were a decent benchmark for value. The higher the rank of the gate it came out of, the more it was worth, but from a quick scan, there seemed to be a good deal of nuance I needed to be aware of.

Too bad I couldn’t take trainings and review drone footage at the same time. Canceling the next hunt was a good call. I definitely needed those extra hours if I was ever going to get anywhere with this project.
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Wish Gone Wrong: Now I'm an Archmage [OP MC, LitRPG]





As the sole heir to a corporate empire, Avelyn Willoway had everything: power, fame, and authority. All of which she never wanted in the first place. 

Her dream was simple: to become a teacher. But because of her responsibilities as CEO, that was impossible. 

Then one day, while playing her favorite MMO game, she encountered a pixelated angel that would grant her a wish. Half-joking, she wished for her dream job. Just like she always wanted. 

So why did she wake up as her Dark Fey Avatar, Aven Willows? And why did she find herself in a world that resembled her beloved game, yet looked completely different than what she remembered?

How was anything of this related to her wish?

Well, it was better than the old life she left behind. Maybe this could be her chance to finally live the life she wanted. 

But with an ancient evil lurking somewhere within the world—and her past actions from the game becoming very relevant in the current world, to where she was revered as a legendary Archmage that saved everyone—something told her that her wish came with far more strings attached than she bargained for. 















                

                The next day, Martin Kielar resurfaced at two points in my life. I’m ashamed to admit this, but I had gone several days without remembering that he existed, which also meant I had gone just as long without thinking about Jonathan. Finding him some measure of justice was still important to me, but clearly my selfish mind had been elsewhere.

The University of Pittsburgh Medical Center (UPMC) announced the grand opening for the Kielar Cancer Treatment Center, a whole new facility paid for by the Kielar family’s generous donations. The articles I saw showed him cutting a ribbon with big scissors and posing with a group of sickly children with bald heads.

He wasn’t the first scumbag to bolster his reputation with philanthropy. 

The steel baron Andrew Carnegie had two libraries, a museum, and a university named in his honor, and he was the same person who ordered Pinkertons to attack striking mill workers. He was anti-union, infamous for awful working conditions, and was associated with the Johnstown flood disaster. He was one of the wealthy people who lived on the other side of the dam before it broke.

Kielar simply followed a playbook that many people had followed before to great success.

Around 1 p.m. that day, Beth called me. She could barely speak between desperate wheezing breaths. She was hyperventilating.

I encouraged her to focus on slow breaths. 

When she could actually speak, I asked, “Where are you?”

“Frank’s.”

“What’s wrong?”

“Martin Kielar came into the shop today with two other people from his guild. They talked to Frank about placing an order, and… I’m so embarrassed, Dor. I came out of the back to let Frank know I was moving on to my next task, and Kielar was right there. Feet away from me. I froze, and I couldn’t do anything but stare.”

“What did he do?” 

To my knowledge, Kielar had no idea who Beth was, but then I remembered he made certain that I received Jonathan’s photo, following that with an in-person warning the next time I encountered him on a harvest site. How far into my family did he look?

“He told me not to be shy,” Beth continued. “Then he offered to take a photo with me. Frank had to basically push me into the back of the shop to get me to move. He’s out front with Kielar. They’re still talking. I’m hiding in the fucking bathroom.”

“Did it seem like he recognized you?”

“No. He was trying to hit on me.”

“I’m sorry, Beth.”

“I can’t freak out like this, not here. Not in front of Frank.”

“From everything I’ve heard about Frank, he sounds like a reasonable person,” I assured her. “Do you want me to come get you?”

“No, I’ll be fine.” She took a deep inhale. “I’ll try to be fine.”

“Don’t rush yourself. Take a few minutes in the bathroom to find your footing before you go back into the shop. He’ll probably be gone by then too.”

“Okay. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have bothered you at work.”

“I don’t mind at all. I want you to call me when you feel like this. Call me back as soon as you need me, okay?”

“Okay.”

Now I was the one who needed to collect themself. I did exactly what Beth did: I hid in the bathroom until my emotions leveled out again. I hated the idea of someone like that interacting with my sister in any way, but I also should have known it was inevitable. Frank made bows for crawlers. Of course he would cross paths with some of the big names in the city.

By 8 p.m., I still hadn’t finished reviewing the first drake wing video. This harvest site was operational for six days, and on top of that, I was distracted by my worry for Beth and my hatred for Kielar.



Beth had a shift at Milly’s that night. Since she didn’t live with me anymore, I couldn’t count on running into her at the apartment, and I wanted to check in to see if she was doing alright.

Business was slow. Only a handful of patrons were present, spread between sitting at the bar or at one of the tables. As soon as I stepped through the door, I spotted Enforcer McDouglas in the corner. He wore a cough-syrup-purple polo and talked to an older man in a ball cap. I saw only the back of his head, so I didn’t immediately recognize him.

“I didn’t know you were coming in tonight,” Beth said as I sat at the bar.

“Wanted to see you and say hi.”

“Thank you. I’m doing alright, and I’m sorry. I don’t know what that was earlier.”

“Nothing to apologize for. Slow shift?”

Beth looked around. “Slower than usual but not terrible. Did you know that Frank and Benny knew each other?”

“Huh?” Oh, that’s right. Beth knew Enforcer McDouglas as “Benny.” I wasn’t sure I’d ever get used to that.

“You didn’t see them sitting together?”

I turned. McDouglas caught me looking but returned his focus to speaking with Frank.

“I didn’t know that was Frank,” I answered. “But yes, I did hear they knew each other.”

“Do you know how?”

I shrugged. “The crawler world isn’t that big, especially in Pittsburgh. There are a few dozen reasons they could have crossed paths. How often does Frank come in here?”

“This is maybe his second time. He said he was in the area and thought he’d say hi. Then he saw Benny, and they’ve been talking ever since.”

“How much does Frank know?” I asked.

Beth shook her head. “Nothing. He didn't poke at it either. Just made sure I was okay.”

“Sounds like a good dude.”

“Yeah, he’s sweet. Did you want a beer, or are you heading home?”

“I’ll take a beer.”

Beth poured me a glass and turned her attention to the other patrons. The television over the bar looked like New Eden coverage. Rick Young gave a camera crew a guided tour of a brand new town, which would eventually become the capital for the new nation. The volume was off, and so were the subtitles, so beyond reading the text in the lower thirds, I couldn’t pick up on anything else specific.

Something bothered me about the buildings and sidewalks that took a while for me to place, then I realized what it was. Everything was new and clean. Real cities weren’t like that. There was always a piece that was dirty and rundown from decades of use and weather. I had never seen a place where all of it is new. There wasn’t a rough part of town a few blocks over, and the shots weren’t framed in such a way that an abandoned building next door could go unnoticed.

It practically sparkled.

“Gray?” McDouglas half-shouted across the bar. “You’re really going to pretend you don’t know me? Come sit with us.”

“I didn’t want to interrupt.”

“I don’t buy it.”

When I approached the table, Frank gave me a nod.

“Sit, sit,” McDouglas continued. “We’re just shooting the shit.”

I had only just begun to settle into my seat next to McDouglas when he frowned. 

“Sorry. I have to take this.” He stepped outside with his phone pressed to his ear.

“Small world,” Frank said in his scratchy voice. “So you work with Benny, huh?”

I nodded.

“He’s good people. You could do a lot worse.”

“He’s taught me a lot.”

“He’s got a lot to teach. You’re smart to keep in touch with him.”

“I’m happy to hear that,” I said. “I knew that, but someone with your experience saying that makes me feel even better about it.”

“My experience?”

“Sorry. I know this is rude, but I heard you were an accomplished spellbow. I didn’t mean to bring that up, though. I only meant to say I know that you know your stuff.”

And that was true. Did I want to know everything about Frank’s build and crawling career? Yes, very much so. With what happened to Beth today, I didn’t want to take any risks with what I asked Frank in case my questions bothered him. My dumb ass still managed to screw that up.

“I’ll forgive you. This time.” 

I was relieved to catch a small smile before Frank took his next drink.

“Had a strange moment at the shop today,” Frank mused, lowering his voice at the same time. “How does Beth know Martin Kielar?”

“Umm… You see, she uhh… She’s just not a fan.” 

Well-handled, Dorion. That was your smoothest lie yet.

Frank made no effort to hide his dubiousness. “Well, she’s got the right tools for this business. She’s picking up the craft better than most, and she has a mind for how money works. I can make a beautiful bow, but I can’t be bothered to fuss with a website or social media. She won’t have that problem.”

“She’s a special person,” I agreed. “And I wanted to say thank you, by the way. What you did to give her time off was very kind.”

“Not sure what you mean.”

I chuckled. “Okay. That’s fair. I’m still grateful, though.”

McDouglas reappeared, reclaiming his seat as he apologized for stepping away so suddenly.

“Gray’s running a dex archer build,” McDouglas said, raising his hand to signal that he’d like another beer. “Hit level 10 recently.”

“Piercing and Multi-Shot?” Frank asked me.

“Yes, sir.”

“What’d you take for your level 10 unlock?”

“Vengeful Arrow,” I answered. 

“Good choice. Too many gurus out there push for Split the Arrow. It’s good you didn’t fall into that trap.”

“Are you against it for dex builds or in general?”

“In general. If you need an ability to be accurate, then you haven’t spent enough time on fundamentals. It’s a waste.”

“That’s a relief,” I said. “I’m always worried I’m following the wrong advice.”

I caught McDouglas smiling to himself, like he was proud that he sparked this particular conversation.

“Are you multiclassing?” Frank asked next.

“No, sir. Pure archer.”

“By choice or because it’s expensive?”

“I’m pretending it was by choice, but really it’s the latter.”

Frank laughed. “I hear you. Pure archer can be just as good as anything else if you use it right. Don’t listen to any shithead that says otherwise. Too many people underestimate what an archer can do.”

“Thank you. That means a lot. I’ll let you two get back to it. I have an early shift in the morning.”

“Dempson treating you alright?” McDouglas asked as I stood.

“Yep. Just have a lot to do. Have a good night, gentlemen.”

Frank and McDouglas both raised their glasses. I didn’t see Beth come out from behind the bar, but she hugged me a moment later and whispered a thank you for coming to visit.

After so long of not being a big brother, I had worried I was too out of practice to be any good to Beth. That feeling was especially strong when she first arrived, but feeling her squeeze made me think I wasn’t doing so bad after all.



Enforcer Chapman visited my cubicle early the next day. “I noticed you didn’t resume your wild monster tracking efforts this week.”

Shit.

“I got carried away reviewing footage for Investigator Dempson, and it slipped my mind. I’m sorry.”

Chapman sighed. “You can’t abandon a project the moment something new comes across your desk.”

“You’re right. That was not my intention, but I’ll correct it and won’t let it happen again.”

“We can let that slide this time,” Chapman said. “You’ve been down a partner, so I’ll give you some grace.”

“Thank you, ma’am.”

“As you’ve probably surmised, your partner is out again today. Have you spoken to Enforcer Cortez by chance?”

“I tried texting him,” I answered. “He just said not to worry and that he’d be fine.”

Chapman didn’t reply. She simply nodded and walked away.

On one hand, I was thankful that she didn’t ride me about falling behind on my EPA work. On the other hand, I would have liked to have saved that mercy for something more meaningful. Those moments were rare for Chapman, so I wasn’t likely to experience that grace again any time soon.

Starting with the day I left for Taiwan, I sifted through the miscellaneous monster sightings caught by CDM drones. There were six goblin sightings. Two were in the vicinity of the Banning Mine, which the EPA had yet to label a site of concern. The rest were rural locations with SOCs nearby. The EPA would still get the report of what we saw, but none of those data points were particularly concerning.

The most interesting sighting was a troll in the southeastern corner of the Hill District, which is pretty much the middle of the city. 

Granted, the image wasn’t great. The “troll” only passed through the corner of the frame in a wooded area at night. By the time someone from RAID reacted to the alert and got to the controls, they couldn’t find any sign of it. When I zoomed in on the image, I wasn’t sure if it was a troll either. It could have just been a person.

If I stared long enough with any one conclusion in mind, I could convince myself that either was true.

The EPA didn’t have an SOC for trolls anywhere near there, but I was curious. I emailed our point of contact at the EPA to see if they had any more information or if they had looked into it.

A troll in the middle of the city sounded far-fetched, but then again, that scenario exactly happened in Mexico in Puebla. Trolls hunted undetected for years by disappearing beneath the city.

All caught up, I turned my attention back to reviewing drone footage. I hoped to get to the second drake wing video today but made the mistake of revisiting my spreadsheet. Dempson’s team had updated it, flagging 27 additional harvest sites.

Oh god, that was so much video.
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The Interim Headmaster of Emberstone Academy of Magic





To save the Emberstone Academy of magic, he’ll have to break every rule in the book.

Alastair Meade, a dedicated but unassuming Headmaster from the quaint country school of Glimmerglass, finds his quiet life upended when he's summoned to serve as Interim Headmaster of Emberstone Academy of Magic. The prestigious institution, a sprawling castle steeped in arcane tradition, is a world away from the peaceful forests Alastair calls home.

Alastair, once a scholarship student from a humble farm, must confront his own insecurities and a decade-old past. He immediately faces skepticism from powerful parents and old rivals. Alastair's unexpected tenure plunges him into a world of political intrigue, ancient magical battles, and dangerous rescue missions.

Forced to abandon his peaceful ideals, Alastair must rally a fractured faculty and guide his competitive students through escalating threats.

Interim Headmaster is a gripping tale of self-discovery and resilience.

Can a country mage, haunted by past bullying and burdened by a temporary title, unite a school and save a city from a powerful, unseen enemy?

Step into the hallowed halls of Emberstone Academy and discover if interim headmaster Alastair can transform from an "interim" leader into Emberstone's true, unwavering strength.















                

                The next day, I worked late again. Megan was off that evening.

She texted, “Did you happen to look at our footage from Taiwan?”

“Nope.”

“Did you mess with the files at all?”

“No… What’s going on?”

“The footage of the raiders is gone. I checked your helmet camera and mine. Remember that footprint from the first trip? That footage is missing too.”

“You think they would go that far?”

“There were lots of times where we didn’t have our gear with us. I can’t think of what else it would be. No way both of our cameras glitch out at the exact same time, let alone twice.”

“That’s so sketchy. I understand why they didn’t want us having that, but to mess with our shit without asking?”

“What should we do?”

“What could we do? A super well-funded government contractor deleted some video. There’s no one to complain to.”

“And rocking the boat might cost us the Nad-Nade sponsorship.”

“To be clear, that whole situation was fucked up. Now it’s our word against theirs if we ever say anything.”

“Assholes. Lesson learned. We need to make secret backups if we ever travel like that again.”

“Would you have posted the footage if we had it?”

“Idk. I thought about it but didn’t decide anything. Would you have been against posting?”

“I don’t know either. I think I’ve tried to keep it out of my mind instead of actually facing it.”

“They did attack us.”

“I know.”

“Alright sorry to bug ya. We’re all set for scouting the mine again tomorrow. I’ll let you know if we see anything cool.”

And I went back to watching footage.



Megan told me Nathan’s plan for dealing with the nest was “incredible” but wouldn’t give me any specifics. Our next shared day off was five days from now, and Nathan wanted to be sure he could get all of the supplies we needed by then. Neither he nor Megan would tell me what those supplies were.

My EPA contact emailed me back. She said they sent a team to investigate a troll tip in the area recently but didn’t see any signs of troll activity. Their assessment of the drone footage was that the figure was a person. Maybe they wanted a look at the gate or were homeless and camped in the area. 

But no trolls.

Nothing came of the second drake wing harvest site, by the way. I started on the frost worm video, which was an Iron Crawlers gate. Since they were a team rather than a guild, these harvesters were from independent operations that contracted with the Iron Crawlers.

In my mind, independent contractors were more likely to gamble on moving harvests under the table. Guilds had several managers and supervisors in the chain because one organization managed the whole operation end to end. A contractor only had to worry about the people on their crew.

If the offenders weren’t operating at the organizational level but rather were rogue workers out to make themselves an extra buck, that theory went out the window. Something like that could happen inside of any company, team or guild alike.

When I got home that night, having spent another day finding absolutely nothing, I saw drone footage any time I closed my eyes. 

Nathan picked up a second shift, so I was in the apartment by myself. I tried to turn on a show and a few streams, but nothing could hold my attention. The puzzle Dempson had given me was challenging but also potentially impossible. RAID hadn’t been online for long, so by simple chance maybe we had no proof that Pittsburgh harvesters were acquiring dungeon resources under the table. Whether or not we recorded at the right time didn’t mean the problem wasn’t there, but if all my digging came up with nothing, I would never know if it really was nothing or I missed something important.

I had a few trainings left from the list Dempson sent me, but none of those would cover the materials at the focus of my search: drake wings, titanboa skins, and frost worms. They would definitely be useful later, but I started to wonder if I wasn’t informed enough about any of these items or monsters. As soon as I noticed that potential blind spot, it was all I could think about.

Starting with frost worms, I tried to learn everything I could. They were predators that hunted like the more well-known sandworms. They ate anything they could swallow. In the wilds, they had been observed hunting seals and polar bear cubs. Part of their digestion process was freezing what they ate, at which point it dissolved the food via a mechanism akin to stomach acid, except frost worms didn’t have stomach acid. To this day, no one has been able to explain how that step of their digestion worked.

Frostworms were opportunist hunters. Their meat was poisonous if ingested by humans. In dungeons, large fish and yetis were their predators. Rumors of an ice worm eating skiers in the Alps had existed since the 1980s, with multiple “sightings” of the monster in action but none that were verifiable. A guy in Florida got busted trying to breed frost worms in captivity. Authorities discovered him when a neighbor reported a suspiciously high number of freezers going into the house.

Titanboa skin was both a performance and a fashion material. A crawler was once swallowed by one, and his party found him still alive when they managed to kill it. Titanboas hunted fish as often as they hunted mammals. Dragon toads ate titanboas. There was also some very specific adult content popular with titanboa enthusiasts.

And that was when I decided I was done reading for the night. I had clicked one search result too far, and I could never take it back.



I spent so much time watching drone footage that I started to get migraines. Having searched and searched fruitlessly for so long, I decided I needed a break, so instead of working on my day off, I kept my plans to go hunting wild goblins.

This was also going to be my first time hunting with Beth. She had a few levels now, and Nathan’s plan for conquering the Banning #2 Mine very much needed a fourth set of hands.

When Nathan first explained his idea, I pictured nothing like what you see in that video. He said we’d pump water, and we’d use the old railroad tracks so we could more easily roll the equipment into position. In my mind, I saw something like a pushcart.

I didn’t see the actual equipment until the day of the hunt.

As we approached the railroad tracks north of Banning #2 Mines, Nathan told me to stop. The sun was only barely starting to rise, so the row of headlights ahead was hard to miss. Down the street were two long flatbed trailers, two trucks to pull them, and a third truck that looked like it was part bucket truck, part crane.

“This sucks,” I said, thinking someone crashed our site.

“No, they’re with us,” Nathan replied. “Put your helmets on so they don’t see your faces.”

“Nathan…”

“Bro. I got it. We’re all good.”

I put on my helmet, and Megan and Beth did the same. Nathan didn’t have a helmet and didn’t bother covering his face.

“Is that where you want us to unload?” a man in Carharts asked, looking through the driver’s side window to speak to Nathan.

“Yep.”

“Pointing South?”

Nathan nodded. “Pointing South.”

“Got it. Might be best if you turned around here and parked a few car lengths up the road. We’ll need space to finagle this.”

I did as I was told but was still very much confused by what was happening. We cut my dumbfoundedness from the video in part because it didn’t read well through my helmet and also because Nathan didn’t want to get sued by one of the biggest equipment rental companies in the region by making it obvious where all this came from. Later when she edited the footage of this hunt, Megan blurred all the logos painted on the equipment.

The rental company was unaware that Nathan’s LLC was a sole proprietorship he used for his side jobs. They saw that Bignate Industries had the proper insurance and was willing to pay in cash upfront, and that was enough for them to provide three water pumps, two of which were bigger than our apartment building’s washing machines, a crane truck for unloading them, a flatbed railcar to put them on, two coils of what looked like oversized fire hoses, and then a rail truck to pull it all.

The rental company didn’t provide the guys helping. Those were Nathan’s construction buddies with CDLs–commercial driver’s licenses.

A rail truck is a pickup outfitted with train wheels so it can be “driven” on railroad tracks, so when our pumps were on the rail car, we had a way to pull everything down the tracks toward the goblin nest.

Technically, Nathan hadn’t lied about the plan whatsoever, but he grossly misrepresented the scale of his plan’s execution. This was insane.

“How much did this cost?” I whispered to Nathan.

“I pulled some strings.”

“Where the hell did you get the strings?”

Nathan put a hand on my shoulder. “The plan is still the same, and I took care of all this already. You need to keep your focus on killing goblins. Don’t let this distract you.”

“I will have a lot of questions when we’re done.”

“Sure. Right now, game face, bro.”

He was right. I needed my head in the right place. I had heard the plan and agreed to it, and nothing I saw here made me doubt whether or not it would work. I didn’t understand how it was possible, but I still believed in the plan.

With all three pumps on the railcar and the railcar hitched to the rail truck, Megan, Beth, and I climbed into the bed of the pickup.

Nathan told his friends that we’d be back in three or four hours at most, then he climbed into the cab with his laptop and drone controls. Kimmy took to the sky and flew ahead.

“No activity yet,” Nathan said. 

Hearing him speak in person while it also came through my headset was jarring, but that effect disappeared when he shut the truck door.

“Are we ready to do this?” he asked.

Megan watched Beth and me nod. “We’re ready,” Megan replied.

“Your boyfriend is crazy,” Beth whispered as we drove down the tracks. 

The Youghiogheny River was to my left, and the Banning #2 Mine was ahead through the trees on my right.

Megan grinned. “I know. Isn't it great?”

After a few minutes of travel, I heard Nathan in my ear. “We’re like 30 seconds away. Still no nest movement.”

A concrete structure half buried in leaves and snow sat within the naked winter woods. It grew larger, little by little, as we approached.

“Maybe 10 seconds. No, more like 5… Go!”

The truck stopped, and we sprang into action, each knowing exactly what our job was.

Beth stood with one foot on the roof of the truck cab, an arrow already nocked. She kept watch as Megan grabbed a coil of hose larger than her and took off toward the mine.

While Megan ran the hose, Nathan and I took the third pump, the smaller of the three, and carried it down to the edge of the river. For this to work, we needed this pump to help the water go uphill when we triggered the larger two. 

I slipped at the bottom, dipping half of my left leg in the river. The sudden cold felt like getting bitten by an animal. It started sharp and then locked its jaws.

“You okay?” Nathan asked as we got our end of the hose in the water.

“I’ll be fine. I'm just an idiot.”

We scrambled back up the riverbank. With my dexterity as high as it was, I was at the truck when Nathan was only three steps into the climb. I jumped onto the railcar with the pumps. I learned how to use these less than five minutes ago. Thankfully, most of the complexity was pre-set. I started the generator but waited to activate the pumps.

When I was a kid, our generator was gas-powered. The one that came with our pumps was far more expensive and ran on mana crystals. Where the generator I remembered was loud enough that half the house shook when it ran, this one was almost perfectly silent. 

I waited.

A moment later, Beth turned to me. “Megan’s signaling. You’re clear.”

I turned the pumps on.

As Nathan neared the truck, I gave him a thumbs up. He nodded and jumped into the cab to take over piloting Kimmy.

“We got movement already,” he announced. “I count 7, but they look confused. Okay, they made us. 5 of them are to the right of the hose. The other 2 are on the left.”

For this phase of the plan, the goal was to protect the hose. From scouting the location previously, Nathan identified the goblin tunnel closest to the tracks. A hose was presently stuffed into that tunnel, pumping gallons of freezing river water into the goblin nest.

The first wave fell quickly and easily, but then the nest really came to life.

“20 to 25,” Nathan reported. “They’re coming out of the different tunnels.”

That many goblin feet crunching through snow sounded like an approaching storm, a whisper of a hiss growing into raging chaos as they charged. Steam rose from their bodies, their naturally high body temperatures at odds with the below-freezing climate, giving their approach an otherworldly, ethereal effect. 

I tried to let no more than four goblins reach Megan at any given time. If a goblin closed on her and she was still under four, I switched my focus to goblins that were farther away. We had discussed this tactical decision before, and we both agreed that putting an arrow in a goblin that Megan could just as easily stab was a waste of our ranged advantage.

For what it’s worth, my YouTube mentor Tailf3ther agreed with that strategy, and he was the only real archer giving me any sort of advice. I trusted it.

Fighting the instinct to immediately “help” Megan was tough at first. She was my friend, and goblins wanted to kill her. By the sixth or seventh goblin corpse slumped at her feet, I found myself more comfortable with this approach.

Beth pitched in here too, but she was largely there for backup. If we needed to retreat, she would cover us, or if goblins somehow got close to the pumps, she could take them out.

“There’s a swarm coming out of the main structure,” Nathan warned. “20… 30… 35 goblins total. They’re moving in a clump.”

That was a lot of goblins, but Megan and I were both level 10 now. On two occasions, she had to use her Knockback or Outnumbered ability to buy herself some extra space to work. Otherwise, she chopped them down as quickly as they came while I put Piercing and Multi-Shot to use. If I could fire into a group, I was pretty much guaranteed two goblin kills for any one arrow.

They were rare at first, but I started to spot goblins that were wet and shivering. We hadn’t pumped nearly enough water out of the river to flood an entire mine system, but seeing signs that at least part of the nest was affected boosted my confidence in the plan.

“More goblins are coming out of the main structure,” Nathan reported, “but they aren’t charging. They’re massing.”

“How many?” Megan asked over her radio, her voice tense and strained from speaking while fighting.

I caught a glimpse of Kimmy dipping low toward the mine for a better look.

“Shit. Uhh… 20ish grunts. 15 archers. 4 berserkers. 2 shamans. They’re moving as a unit now.”

“Beth, Dorion,” Megan began. “Focus archers and shamans. Let the others mob me.”

I protested. “No way. That’s nuts.”

“Trust me. Please listen.”

The silence in my headset spoke volumes. I knew that Megan was the only one who was okay with this plan, but this was not a point to argue. The goblins were already on the move.

“Roger that,” I said.

Megan shimmered for a moment. Holy shit. Did she just Taunt 20+ goblins? She had no melee backup. If she got overrun, none of us would be able to get to her in time, if we could get to her at all.

I had to trust her, I reminded myself. So, I did what she asked and focused my efforts on archers. I couldn’t see the shamans yet, but I knew I'd see them soon.

The swarm closing on Megan was like a flashflood bearing down on a lone hiker, a force of nature that drew its power from pure volume. I was about to abandon Megan’s call and help with the mob when she dropped her sword and shield.

In a flash, she squatted low, grabbed the hose, and pulled it out of the tunnel. Her exceptional strength stat made that maneuver look easier than it was. The force of the water surging through the hose would have been too much for any normal person to wrangle, but Megan tucked it under her arm, set her stance, and turned the water on the goblins.

The freezing river water blasted the frontline right off of their feet, and they didn’t get back up. The second row stumbled and hesitated. Many of the goblins tried to flee, but the monsters at the back of the pack still pressed forward, blocking the escape of their allies. The scene had shifted so quickly that the goblins at the rear didn’t comprehend the challenge just ahead.

“Dorion,” Nathan called. “Shamans to your 10 'o'clock.”

Shit. They were still too far, and they were getting ready to cast on Megan.

I ran deeper into the forest. A wave of buffs washed over the goblins attacking Megan, and then two fireballs shot in my direction. I bobbed to avoid them and started to fire back.

“Berserkers closing from your 2 o’clock!”

Three berserkers wielding scrap metal axes bore down on me with glee. They covered ground more quickly and were far closer than I anticipated.

The first swung at me, but his movements felt slow and sloppy. I shifted back out of range and then sidestepped a chop from another. A flash of electricity crackled in my periphery. I pivoted to dodge another blow, putting one of the berserkers between me and the shamans.

My timing was on point. The Bolt hit the berserker in the back. It didn’t die, but it was down.

Academically, I knew I was in danger, but my mind was calm. I felt fully in control and fully aware of my situation. Berserkers weren’t faster than me. By the time they swung, I was already gone. A memory flashed in my mind of the barbarian crawler that broke my nose. I slipped his attacks with ease as well but lost my advantage when he grabbed me.

So I needed to keep moving.

Slip. Slip. Slip.

Dual Nocking.

Two arrows went through the head of one berserker and embedded in the face of a shaman behind.

The third berserker hesitated when one of Beth’s arrows struck it in the back. I kicked its lead leg out to immobilize it and shuffled backward, setting my sights on the final shaman. Three arrows later, it was dead. It may have been dead after the first, but I wanted to be thorough.

“Back to the truck!” Nathan yelled, his panic loud in my ear. “Back, back, back! There’s a champion!”

I was relieved to see Megan drop the hose back in the hole and retreat. Not all of the grunts were down, but she had flattened the majority of them, and she looked unharmed. I ran after her.

“Go, go, go!” Nathan insisted. “Beth! Kill the pump and disconnect the hoses!”

I didn’t dare turn around. I snagged Megan’s arm as I ran by and dragged her with me. Nathan had the rail truck in reverse even before we leapt into the bed. He floored the gas, retracing the path we took to get here.

The champion reminded me of a broader, more muscular ogre. It had the twisted features of a goblin and was covered in scars. One of its steps was three of mine, and it ran at us with hateful determination. The sledgehammer in its hand looked small inside of the champion’s fist.

He gained on us quickly, chasing us down the railroad tracks.

I nocked and loosed. Again, and again, and again. Thanks to my Momentum ability, my speed increased with every successful hit, and the champion was a big target.

I just kept firing. Every step it took toward me and my family, it ate four arrows. Then five. Then six. I couldn’t even feel my arms anymore. I trusted the system and kept pushing myself to go faster, faster, faster.

At the time, I had no idea this was happening, but Megan was on her knees with her arms wrapped around my waist, steadying me as the truck zoomed backward. At the same time, Beth dumped her arrows into my quiver to ensure I had enough. I neither felt nor noticed any of that happening in the moment, but watching the replay made it obvious that their help was critical.

The champion slowed, staggered, and fell face-first onto the tracks.

“Stop!” Megan called.

Nathan slammed on the breaks. Beth bounced off the cab while my dexterity surfed the sudden lurch. Megan jumped over the cab, ran down the hood, and stabbed the shit out of the champion.

It was dead.
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Female MC taking on a hard-as-shit world with lots of meaty dungeon crawling and monster hunts? Yes, please:
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Rise of the Spellbreaker [Dark Fantasy LitRPG]





Rika Blackstone has the potential to surpass everyone… if she can survive long enough.

An illegitimate child cast out from her home, Rika is determined to rise above her birth. With a rare and powerful starting class, she has well-rounded stats. But her biggest advantage? Her stat growth is unheard of. Too bad those stats begin almost at rock bottom. If she wants to reach her full potential, she’ll have to grind through an endless horde of enemies.

Her first stop takes her to Canyon Falls, a small mining town with a big goblin problem. It could be the perfect place to make a name for herself. Or it could be a disaster waiting to happen.

Only through struggle can strength be gained. Only through adversity, power. So what if all the odds are stacked against her? That’s when she’s at her best.

She’ll carve her mark on a merciless world, or burn it to the ground trying.

 



 

What to expect:

Dark Fantasy LitRPG

Native Protagonist

Weak to Absurdly Broken

Battle Maniac with a Talking Eyeball

Lots of Blood and Broken Bones

Updates Monday-Friday, 9:00 AM PT















                

                We didn’t kill every goblin in the nest in that initial battle. We know that several fled, using the tunnels farthest from our position to make an escape, and we found over two dozen still inside the mines when Kimmy went in to search. They were soaked with river water and shivered in huddle masses. They saw the drone watching them, but they didn’t have the strength to go after it.

They died a few minutes later.

When Nathan brought Kimmy back, he said, “Let’s get all this stuff on the trucks. I’ll feel better when it’s all officially returned.”

“Are you going to explain all of this to me now?” I asked through my radio. I sat in the bed of the pickup with Megan and Beth, all of us exhausted.

“Most of the big machinery you see on construction sites is rented, so that’s all I did. I rented it.”

“You ducked me about cost earlier. Are you ducking it now?”

“I may have had to dip into the money I got from my mom, but we’ll make that back.”

“What?!”

“That’s why I didn’t tell you,” Nathan replied. “I knew you would worry.”

“That was your house money. It was your money. Not ours.”

“I think it was a smart investment. Besides, we’re returning all of the equipment in good shape. Letting goblins ruin it would have been really expensive.”

“What would you have done then?”

“Left the country probably.”

I wanted to be angry about the risks he had taken, but we came through it okay. His plan, as absurd as it was, worked. 

“Where did this idea even come from?” I asked.

“We got ground hornets in our yard every summer. My mom would stick a hose in them to drown them all. My uncle used gasoline, and that was more effective, but I couldn’t afford that much gasoline. I settled for river water instead.”

“You’re crazy.”

“I’m crazy? Are we forgetting that Megan went police state with a hose just a minute ago? That was not a part of my plan at all, and it was bad ass.”

“Aw, my man is so sweet,” Megan replied.

“That was a lot of fun,” Beth said. “When does my heart stop beating like this?”

Megan shrugged. “Sometime tomorrow. It takes a minute to come down.”

“It feels awesome.”

We all laughed.



Nathan rode back to the city with one of his construction buddies. They had no sense of the battle we just had, save for the goblin blood all over Megan, and we didn’t explain ourselves. Nathan wanted to keep as much of this event under wraps as he could, but that seemed silly to me. As soon as the video was online, they would know everything about the event they contributed to.

But this was Nathan’s plan, so we went with it.

He got back to the apartment late in the afternoon. Megan and Beth had enough time to go to their place and shower while Nathan dealt with all of the equipment. We were all in the living room waiting for him.

“No issues returning the equipment,” he said. “I watched them inspect it to be sure, and the techs signed off on it. No damages or other charges.”

That was a relief. Nathan still wouldn’t tell me exactly how much all of those rentals cost, but a few internet searches and some envelope math suggested he likely spent $20,000 or more, which made me ill. That was his money. Not our money. His mom left that to help him get ahead in life, not to fund a wild YouTube video.

But it was done.

Nathan continued, “I know we talked about going out to celebrate, but could we order in instead? Now that I’m in the door, I don’t want to leave.”

“I like that better, actually,” Beth replied. Megan and I nodded that we agreed.

Food and drink at a restaurant sounded great a few hours ago, but I had no desire whatsoever to get off the couch now that I was in its sweet, comforting embrace.

“We’ll order,” Megan said. “Go ahead and shower.”

That evening felt like old times, the four of us in our tiny living room eating chicken wings, drinking beer, and watching dumb television shows.

At one point in the night, I looked around at my family. Beth hung upside down off the side of the couch, insisting that she felt less drunk in that position while Megan scolded Nathan for leaving too much meat on his chicken wings. Nathan argued that sucking the scraps of meat off the bone felt too much like sucking on a finger, so he couldn’t do it.

This was what I wanted for my life. This sense of peace and this sense of belonging. Back on the yacht, Leonard was flabbergasted that we couldn’t think of new and elaborate ways to spend our money, but in that moment, I thought he might be able to understand. If he were here, if he felt what I felt, he would see that true contentment couldn’t be bought. It had to be made, and it took multiple people coming together to make it possible.



Enforcer Cortez was back at work the next morning.

“Welcome back,” I said. “Hope you’re feeling alright.”

“It’s good to be back, brother. I got a big email from Chapman that we were detailed to investigation. You’re supposed to tell me what to do.”

I frowned. I didn’t mind briefing or training Cortez, but I would have expected that someone like Dempson or Chapman would have taken that responsibility. My perspective on the case wasn’t exactly high-level.

Cortez seemed unimpressed when I explained our task–watch hours and hours of drone footage and hope we catch something–but he didn’t complain. I was moving onto the titanboa footage, so I asked him to look at the next most likely material on my list: nightmare moth wings.

And I need to pause here and voice something that has bothered me ever since I was a kid. “Nightmare moth” was a dumb-as-shit name because the monster was quite obviously a butterfly. We shouldn’t even need to discuss this. The difference is obvious, but anytime I try to be the change I want to see in the world and call it a nightmare butterfly, people look at me like I’m the idiot.

It’s a fucking butterfly. Read a book.

At any rate, nightmare moths used their wing powder to put enemies to sleep. Then a follow-up spell created the bad dreams. Due to their potency, nightmare moth wings were treated like controlled substances. They were ingredients in expensive medications, and they were popular among recreational drug users. Supposedly, it was really easy to lucid dream if nightmare butterfly wings put you to sleep.

“I always figured this was simple underreporting rather than anything elaborate,” Cortez said after a while of silent footage review. “Why sneak it out of the gate when you can just fudge the count a little bit? The dungeons with scarabs usually have what, 15 or 20 of them? If you carry out 20 but only report 17, I don’t think that would be easy to notice.”

“But we do truck counts. We confirm that’s not happening.”

“We can’t count every truck, and fudging that paperwork can’t be that difficult. I know our process tries to prevent that, but come on. You don’t think you could figure out how to get the inspector to count and confirm 20 but the number that actually hits the books is 17?”

“Investigator Dempson might be interested to hear that theory. Even if they’ve already thought of it, it sounds like you’d have an idea of where to look.”

Cortez chuckled. “That’s a hell no. I’m keeping my head down. Bringing up something like that gets me assigned to days of reading spreadsheets. Drone footage is boring enough as it is.”

A string of sick days. Deflecting when someone asks about that time off. Wanting to not attract attention. And previous statements about wanting to change careers.

That sure sounded like he was quitting the CDM to me. I was a little hurt that he wouldn’t tell me, his partner, that he intended to leave. At the same time, though, I understood. He had to protect his own interests, and we weren’t exactly best friends.

I just hoped he took our current task seriously. I never saw him as someone who would coast to the end of a two-week notice, but I also didn’t want his apathy to torpedo my opportunity.

“I have to ask you something,” Cortez said after another hour and a half of us scrubbing through video files.

My heart clenched. I hated when people started a conversation that way.

“Yeah?”

“Did you meet the Dungeon Divas?”

I blinked. “What?”

“Did you meet the Dungeon Divas? I saw ads for a show where they go hunt in the wilds. They flew into Taiwan, just like you. It took me seeing the promos to put that together, though.”

“We didn’t meet the Dungeon Divas.” 

And when did these ads start to air? I figured Chrissy would give us a heads up about that. They must also have an air date locked in, which was also still unknown to us. Megan had a lot of video to edit, and it was important we dropped the Banning #2 Mine video at the height of Nad-Nade’s promotion of the show.

She planned to be done by the day after tomorrow, so we were probably fine. Regardless, I hated not knowing what was going on.

Cortez leaned in. “Were they there, though?”

I shrugged. “We got the impression that a lot of influencers came through there. They could have been.”

“If you’re lying because you’re under NDA, itch your left eye.”

“That’s not fair. Saying that makes my eye itchy. I’m serious, though. If I had something to share, I would share it. Where did you see these ads?”

“Instagram.”

“Ah, I see.”

Cortez froze and slowly spun his chair to face me. “You know the Dungeon Divas.”

“Huh?”

“You know the Dungeon Divas. They’re from Pittsburgh, supposedly. You and Megan suddenly get whisked away to the other side of the planet? They have to have invited you.”

“You think Megan is a Dungeon Diva?” I asked.

Cortez laughed. “Osheski is tough as hell, but she’s way smaller than the brawler in the Divas.” His eyes widened and his mouth dropped. “The Divas got you your bow too, didn’t they? Damn. That makes so much sense. You’ve been holding out on me this whole time.”

“Sorry, man. Your theory is wrong.”

“Are any of them single? Have you seen the chick who flies the drone?”

“I’m getting back to work,” I said.

Shaking his head, Cortez sighed. “Holding out on me like this… That’s low. You have a chance to make a guy’s dreams come true, and all you have to do is admit you know them. And then introduce me, of course.”

I laughed. “Like I said, your theory is wrong.”

“Sure, sure.”



Three more CDM drones were shot down that day, but none of those were from the Pittsburgh program. When Chapman made the announcement to those of us in the RAID room, she finished by asking that we give her detailed daily updates. Until then, we had only produced a list of the files we logged that day. We sent those to Dempson and CCed Chapman.

What she envisioned was something more narrative that reflected the depth of our investigation.

Neither Cortez nor I could figure out exactly what that meant. What was there to say if everything was normal? 

Yes, I watched 47 hours of footage for this one harvest site. I observed people doing stuff, the same kind of stuff we see harvesters do every day. The sun went up. The sun went down.

Did she want a blow-by-blow of all the site movements, down to the man?

I tried to get Cortez to go and ask her, but that would violate his head-down policy. Chapman had seemed especially irritable, so I wasn’t keen on venturing into her office myself either.

Cortez left at the end of his shift. I stayed later to get through more footage. Before I logged off, I sent Chapman a bulleted list of “major” harvest site movement, like crawlers entered, crawlers exited, monster retrievers went in, miners went in, etc.

I hoped that would be enough.

On my way up the stairs to my apartment, my phone buzzed. My mom had sent me a text message.

I stood in the stairwell, staring at that notification. For the first time, I didn’t feel like I was obligated to open it. Not now, and not in the future. Instead, I ignored it and wasn’t sure that I’d ever go back to see what it said.
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Today's rec is a new series that's still finding its way on RR. The humor is very meta, and if you dig that kind of humor, you'll probably love Every Trope Everywhere All at Once:
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You know the usual.

            
I reincarnated, a goddess gave me a System, blah blah blah.

            
But here’s the twist:

            
             Every time I encounter a trope, I get stronger.

            
               Complete it? Reward.                Break it? Also a reward.             

            
Levels. Stats. Skills. Items. Whatever.

            
Sounds great, right?

            
…Yeah.

            
             Except this entire damn world is a trope, and I’m the only one who can see it.

            
At least, I hope I am.

            
             Oh, and apparently I can fail tropes too.

            
             Not sure what happens if I do, but I’m probably about to find out.

          

          
            
             What To Expect:

            
              
	Every trope imaginable

              
	LitRPG progression, comedic chaos, and rewards for both following and breaking the script

              
	Rewards ranging from bonus stats to uselessly specific skills to world-breaking items

              
	A protagonist who is painfully aware that she’s trapped in absolute nonsense

	Powerful and mythical beings, from demigods and celestial beasts to eldritch horrors and meowing blue whales

	A world that constantly expands nearly every chapter—floating islands, cave cities, oceanic kingdoms, and much more

	A System that knows more about the world than anyone else

            

          

          
                          Read Now            

        

      

    

  




                

                I had an idea, but I wanted to run it by Enforcer McDouglas before I brought it to Investigator Dempson. McDouglas, however, was out and wasn’t expected to return for another week. On my way back to the elevators, I noticed that Enforcer Grensmith was in.

I knocked on his door.

“What brings you by this morning, Enforcer Gray?”

“I had some questions about harvest procedures. It relates to work I’m doing for Dempson.”

Grensmith stood to move a stack of binders off a chair and invited me to sit. “The black market case?”

“Yes.”

“How can I help?” Grensmith asked.

“Why don’t we inspect inside of the monsters that come out of gates?”

Grensmith stiffened and thought. “I… I don’t know. I suppose that’s because it violates procedure. With how sensitive and valuable gate materials can be, an Enforcer chopping up a monster instead of a professional processor could ruin thousands of dollars.”

“Smugglers have been using people for mules for a while, though, right? It’s not a new idea.”

“No, it’s certainly not.” His brow furrowed. “We don’t exactly search for contreband. Our job is to confirm that harvest sites are safe and that records are accurate. It’s not like we search every box and drum on a site either, for that matter.”

“In a way, we do,” I countered. “We do inventory counts and weight checks all the time. There’s a chance we pop open an empty drum or climb up to look in the bed of a dump truck. It might not happen often, but it does happen. There’s never a reason for us to look inside of a monster.”

Grensmith leaned back, nodding.

“I’m investigating drake wings, titanboa skin, frost worms, and nightmare butterflies.”

“Moths.”

I swallowed. “Dragon toads eat drakes. Dread catfish eat titanboas. Frost salamanders don’t eat frost worms, but the size difference tracks. And killer chameleons eat nightmare… moths.”

“Wrap it up to protect it and then stuff it in.”

“Yeah. You would still need some equipment and manpower to do that, but it’s possible.”

“Okay. That’s a plausible theory. Where does my help come in?”

“Could we prove any of that with drone footage?” I asked. “Would you be able to look at a monster corpse from an overhead view and tell that something was inside?”

“That’s an interesting question,” Grensmith said. “I’m honestly not sure.”

“If I sent you a few video clips and screenshots, would you mind taking a look?”

“Not at all.”

“Thank you. I’ll put that together for you today.”



I sent Grensmith the files a little after 5 p.m. At 8 p.m. he emailed to ask if I was still in the office.

I was, so I went down to the fourth floor to see him.

“Nightshift for RAID?” he asked.

“No. Just working late.”

“I took a look at what you sent me.”

I sat and listened.

Grensmith turned his monitor to face me, knocking over a cup of pencils along the way. When we had collected them, he showed me a screenshot of a dragon toad strapped to a flatbed.

“This is a long way from proof, but…” He pointed to the toad’s mouth. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen someone tie the mouth shut like that. You sent me four of these, and this is the only toad strapped that way.” 

He changed to an image of a killer chameleon.

“You’ve seen these in the field. The tongues are always out. This one’s isn’t.”

“Oh, yeah, you’re right.”

Grensmith nodded. “The tongue is way easier to harvest if you pull it out of the mouth before rigor mortis sets in. Unlike the mouth binding, this I know for certain is unusual.”

The dread catfish appeared on the screen next.

“Nothing sticks out to me on this one.”

Then came the frost salamanders, the same iguana-like monsters that joined the frost giants in their march toward civilization.

“This could just be a variation between individuals, but its stomach doesn’t look flat enough. When these die, they go limp, and that pushes their bellies out to the side. This one does that but only a little bit.”

“Thank you,” I said, looking back over the images myself. “This is really helpful.”

“It’s not proof, though.”

“I know, but do you think there’s enough here to be suspicious?”

“I know I’ll be looking at things differently the next time I’m on site for an inspection,” Grensmith answered.

“Thank you. This is very helpful.”



The night our episode of Behind the Crawl: China aired, we met at Megan and Beth’s apartment to watch. For as much time as we spent on that trip, we were maybe 20 minutes of a 45-minute episode. The rest of the footage focused on the behind the scenes interpersonal relationships of our guides. They framed Dawit as an ultra-aggressive lady’s man, but none of us ever got that impression of him. We didn’t talk much to the other boosters to know what was accurate and what was clever editing.

The producers stayed true to their word–and our contract–and didn’t reveal our faces or voices. The show spent an uncomfortably high number of minutes on Megan and Beth in the pool. The show never outright stated so, but the editing heavily implied that Beth was the second Dungeon Diva.

Nathan was especially concerned by that. Beth and I did not have matching body types.

Megan waved it off, arguing that our viewers would see that the team grew. In the last video they watched, the Dungeon Divas were me, Megan, and Kimmy. Now that Beth had joined us for a hunt, she was basically one too.

“I don’t think they’ll mix the two of you up,” Megan teased.

The footage of our crawls was cut up to show Dawit’s team being the heroes. They helped us a great deal, yes, but any time one of the black mages killed something, the editing made it look like Megan or I was about to die. And then Leonard Resmith made an appearance and bragged about Bluewater and their leveling service.

About halfway through the show, Megan’s phone buzzed. That was her cue to take our most recent YouTube video live, our hunt at the Banning #2 Mine.

As the end of the show neared, we braced ourselves. Nad-Nade and the show producers both promised to promote our video, and I think some part of us expected that to be a lie. All of this had been too good to be true.

Megan appeared on screen. We saw an overhead view of goblins swarming her and then cut to footage from her follower drone, giving viewers an eye-level perspective of 30 goblins rushing in for the kill. Then it cut to us running back to the truck. It was clear we were being pursued, but the promo video didn’t say by what. 

And it was over.

Nathan paced in the hallway between the living room and the bedrooms. I hadn’t noticed him get up. Instead of pacing, my anxiety expressed itself as stone stillness. The show was over, and I still hadn’t taken my eyes off the television.

“Frank’s website has a big spike in traffic,” Beth reported, looking at her phone. “Follower count is going up too.”

The show had never promoted Steel Town Bows & Arrows specifically, but Beth posted during the show to point out what bow I was using. She did something similar for our other two sponsors, Ironskin and Gate Girl Glitter. Then Nathan made a post on the Nad-Nade subreddit, asking if anyone knew who made the bow that one Dungeon Diva was using. As soon as Beth posted the answer, Frank’s numbers started a fresh, rapid climb.

Megan refreshed our pages constantly. 15 minutes after the show ended, the Banning #2 Mine episode had over 300,000 views.

I was so relieved. If that momentum held, we would for certain be able to repay the money Nathan fronted for renting all of that equipment. Not earning that back would have crushed me. That gift wasn’t meant for us. It was for him.

“450,000,” Megan updated later.

“We need to have a family meeting,” Beth said with seriousness.

“What’s wrong?” Megan asked.

“Nad-Nade promised to give us a long-term contract if this content performed well. We need to agree on what we want. I know we have a few ideas floating around, but they’re going to want specifics.”

Nathan raised a finger. “First of all, Bethward, you’re not allowed to sound more responsible than us. I was really about to bring that up.”

Beth smiled. “So? What do we want?”

“I think we need to talk about what we want to be before we decide what to ask for,” I said. “We just set a new bar for ourselves with how that hunt went down. I mean, Megan blasting goblins with that hose is already a meme.”

I held up my phone. A still of Megan bowling over goblins with a spray of water had the caption, “When I hold it the whole drive home.”

“Why is that high bar a bad thing?” Nathan asked.

“It was really expensive. We can’t guarantee that a stunt like that is possible or necessary. And, see? I’m already calling it a stunt. That implies taking risks purely to be more entertaining.”

“Bro, you got to let the money thing go,” Nathan replied. “I know that’s bugging you, but it was my choice, and I’m glad I made the investment. It’s done.”

“But we’ll need money for the next thing, or maybe the next thing is even more expensive.”

“We can base that off of the profit we make on this video. Maybe Nad-Nade even gives us a budget for shit like that. That’s a possibility. So, again, we can take money out of the discussion.”

“You’ve ignored the part about unnecessary risks,” I said.

“I didn’t argue about it because I agree. None of you getting hurt is worth extra views.”

“You don’t think that we’d drift into taking those risks?”

“I just said I agree it’s a risk, dude,” Nathan countered. “We have to hold ourselves to the agreement that none of us wants that.”

Megan added, “I think we’re capable of staying smart.”

“Do we want to be the kind of hunters that do creative things like poison and flood nests?” Nathan asked.

Beth and Megan nodded.

“Yeah, I do,” I admitted.

“We need funds for that to be possible.”

Nathan was right. And both of those hunts were a lot of fun for me–in retrospect, when I was sure I had survived–largely because of the creative problem solving involved. Seeing my stolen food ruse bring down an entire nest? Pumping the Youghiogheny into a goblin tunnel system in the middle of winter? That was amazing.

“You’ve convinced me,” I said. “We should try to get that budget in our deal if we all agree we need to be cautious.”

“We should also talk about finances,” Megan began. “Obviously, we’re splitting the profit, but we need to figure out how much we keep in the business and what we plan to use that money for. Financial goals should probably be a part of that too. Like, I know I’m the only one here who is ready to quit their job for this, but maybe we take the next 6 months to figure out where that point is for each of us individually and check in then?”

“I don’t want to leave my apprenticeship,” Beth said. “I’m not sure I can commit at the level you’re describing.”

“That actually works better for me,” I interjected. “I was already worrying about taking you indoors at only level 5, but having you for backup the other day was huge. You know I like having you involved too.”

“Not to mention she’s our manager,” Nathan added.

I nodded. “Yeah, you’re already a part of this thing. You don’t have to add crawling to that list, but it is nice that you’re there if we need you.”

“I like that,” Beth replied.

“For me, I need to be making more than I am now to go full-time Diva,” Nathan shared. “I don’t mind scaling my hours back a little bit to be more available for runs, though.”

“Megan does most of the work,” I said. “Editing takes forever. I’d be fine getting her to full-time before Nathan or I do. We can wait so that transition is more gradual.”

Megan nodded enthusiastically. “I like that plan. A lot.”

The rest of us exchanged glances to confirm that we all agreed.

“I feel good about this,” Megan said.

“Ha!” Nathan exploded. He winced a moment later. “Sorry. I just got an email.”

“About what?”

“The rental company says Bignate Industries is banned from ever renting again.”

We all laughed.

Our celebration continued late into the night. When Nathan and Megan went to bed and I was in the midst of making up the couch for myself, Beth came back into the room holding her phone.

“Dorion…”

“Hmm?”

“What did you and Frank talk about that night at Milly’s?”

“Uhh, what brought that up?” I asked.

“I can see the projects Frank has in his queue. If I take an order down for him, I enter everything into the same system.”

“Okay?”

“Did you talk to him about Martin Kielar?”

Sighing, I admitted, “Frank asked about it, yes. He noticed how uncomfortable Kielar made you. I didn’t tell him anything about what happened, though. Not a word. Why?”

“Frank cancelled the Mill Rats order,” Beth said, sitting on the couch next to me. “That was a big piece of business. He didn’t do that because of me, did he?”

“I don’t know.”

Beth started to cry.

“Oh, hey. What’s wrong?”

“I told dad Pastor Bill made strange comments about my body. He wouldn’t believe me. Dad said I was lying to get out of Bible study and still made me go. But Frank…” Beth sniffed and wiped her nose with her hand. “But Frank happened to notice I was uncomfortable in front of a customer, and that was it. He cut ties with Kielar even though it’s so much money.”

I put an arm around Beth.

“I’m so sad yet so happy about that. Knowing for sure that dad wasn’t looking out for me, seeing someone handle it better… It twists me up inside. But at the same time, I’m lucky enough to have Frank looking after me.”

“I understand,” I said. “You’re allowed to be sad for what you experienced and happy for what you have now at the same time. Honestly, I hope that keeps happening for you. That means your life is getting better.”
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THIS ISN'T A STORY ABOUT A
CHOSEN ONE ...

Just the tale of a girl with a burning
desire to escape her backwater town
— and the strength of will to never
back down from the dangers ahead.
In a world full of monsters, with a
System shaped by long-dead
politicians, Az will blaze her own path.

From humble beginnings, Az will
discover the joys of found family and
firepower. There are no prophecies,
no Dark Lords, and no cheat codes.
Power and freedom are paid for with

blood, sweat, and tears.

"Fallout + fantasy, #$@ging stroke of
genius that | can't believe no one else

has thought up." -~ Reader Review

START READING NOW!
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