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Preface
Dear Reader, voyager of fantastical fiction, and person of great taste,
This novel was initially serialized as six novellas, which include three main episodes and three side episodes.
If you have already read these episodes, you may skip to the next book. If you have not read the side episodes, you can find them in Parts 2, 4, and 6. And if you do not want to read—
Bah! You do want to read the side episodes. They are fun, and they explore a main character you’ll see much more of in the remaining books. But if you do not want to read these episodes, I have provided a recap in the next book to help fill in the holes.
Yes, I know, I’m considerate like that.
Now, not to dissuade you from reading this book, I want to set expectations. Given how this book has come about, it doesn’t feature the most typical of story structures—notably, an end-of-book, hold-onto-your-hat, knock-your-socks-off climax.
Each episode was written with its own climax. Books two and three have a similar structure to maintain consistency but do not have this problem. They each build to a fun and exciting overall payoff.
I hope you stick around to see all the crazy and fun dungeons this trilogy explores.
With that said . . .
Welcome to Dungeon Runner!





Part One







Chapter
One
The Garentin colony ship floats in an endless sea of black space, surrounded by the flickering specks of color from distant stars. What started as an ambitious mission spanning generations now drifts empty of life.
But not without soul.
It has been three weeks since the colony was digitized to survive, if only in data. They now live in a new world known as Eternal Fantasy Online.
    
E xhausted, Entin plopped down on one of the large pillows the market vendors had near their booths for Runners. He let out a breath and wiped a trickle of sweat from his forehead.
The market buzzed with the talk of people bartering and shopping and doing their best to accept this new reality.
It was sort of an unspoken agreement to not mention their past lives in the colony ship or question whether or not this was real, this fantasy world that was meant to be a game and became so much more.
Music twirled itself around the commotion and sunlit apparel. No one played the music. It simply existed in the fabric of reality. Where there was a market, there was music, a happy, lively tune.
Entin hadn’t seen Dantic all day, which was odd considering how much the kid begged and begged to be shown the ropes from a true Runner.
Even after yesterday’s grueling set of Runs, the kid walked with an air of fulfillment, not a kid anymore but a working member of society.
And now he was gone.
Maybe Entin wasn’t the best judge of what people were thinking or feeling. He had never been great at it before. Still, it felt strange.
He reached out his index and middle finger until they pressed against an invisible sheet of cold glass. He slid his fingers upward, trailing a blue shimmer of pixels, then shapes coalesced from the air and materialized into his game screen, outlined by a ribbon of silver.
A simplified, cartoonish Entin-mini stood at the side of a map that filled the entire screen. He waved and grinned and crossed his arms, waiting expectantly to offer any assistance.
He was quite the charmer and very unlike how real-Entin felt, at least in this reality. Sure, they got the details right, down to his gray eyes with flakes of gold beneath a mess of blond hair. But the real him didn’t exude confidence with such flair.
A dotted line on the map depicted his last Run to the Southern District, the slums.
What a dented thing to call their little paradise where all the buildings were perfect and clean, surrounded by manicured gardens. Nevertheless, the people were poor, the housing cheap, and—perhaps most notable to a Runner—few restaurants.
Entin’s Stamina was down to 34 points. His Current Max sat at 78 out of the full 110. He’d need to sleep to recover all of his Stamina for the day, but relaxing on large pillows had a similar, if not slower, effect.
He dismissed his screen and leaned against a cold stone wall. The day was inching to a close, which meant the crowds would be forming at restaurants, restaurants in need of food, food in need of delivery.
Not more than twenty feet away, guarded by black wrought iron fences, was a burbling canal that cut through the market, sprouting up stone bridges throughout. It was a touch of fantasy in a fantasy city, adding to the ambiance.
Beyond the rush of water, beyond the metal fences and green shrubs, and mixed with the sounds of bartering and hawkers calling out their wares, was the sweet laughter of a party of girls.
Eizel stood at the center, her assembly of excited friends paying her apt attention. Brunette hair curled down the center of her back, held at the top by a red bow.
She summoned her game screen. The air distorted before filling with fragments of red light.
A moment later, and in a flurry of pixels, her outfit changed to reveal the new fashion of the week: a skirt that ran down to mid-thigh, alternating different shades of gray, the ends tipped red.
When she spun, the girls awed and oohed and giggled. All in all, it was just a fancy pleated skirt. But on Eizel? It looked exuberant, captivating.
The force of her movement lifted the ends up her thighs just a bit higher—
Entin diverted his eyes, not wanting to be that type of guy. He had a sort of honor he held to. One passed down from his father. . . .
Shattered glass. Floating corpses in space.
Something crashed next to him. He jerked back to the present, to the now, to this reality and not the one that haunted his dreams of lost friends and family.
He knocked his head against the rock wall. A -17 in red text floated skyward before fading, revealing damage taken.
“What’cha lookin’ at?” Bailey asked.
Entin scowled at her. She had a mirthful smile and pink nose, cupped by a bob of chin-length blonde hair. “You always do that!”
“Hmm? Catch ya creepin’ on Eizel?”
“I’m not creeping!”
Bailey pressed her lips to the side, then laughed. “Yer hopeless. Lookit what I found on my last Run.”
She angled her head to reveal a flower tucked behind her left ear. The petals were corkscrew-shaped, spiraling out from a white center, each carrying a rainbow of pigments.
“A flower?”
“A Chenenber! I showed’ja this one last week.”
“Well, that was a whole week ago.”
“Remember it this time: Chen-en-ber. They only grow in Mrs. Masel’s flower garden, eh . . . might be out in the Wilds, too. How do I look?”
Eizel leaned back against the wrought iron fence, talking and pointing as she did.
The group of girls laughed at the same time, then tapped their own game screens, changing into identical skirts. Some of the girls spun on the flagstones, faces lit up with smiles.
“Creepin’ again?”
“You look fine, alright?”
Bailey let out a huff and leaned back next to him, the warmth of her arm against his. She summoned her purple game screen, tapped a few times, and two vials of water materialized.
Entin took one and drank. It had an immediate effect, a sort of energy that spiderwebbed its way out from his core, twisting down his arms and legs.
His Stamina increased by 10 points, and he received the Hydrated buff, which did two things: it increased Stamina regeneration by 50% and prevented him from triggering the effect again for 5 minutes.
He took Bailey’s empty vial—it was now his turn to run to the fountain—and found a slot for them in his inventory. The vials faded from reality, and he swiped his screen away.
“Boy . . . Boy!” Hendrick yelled from his vendor booth. He was a big man with a big voice, tall, bald, and skin the color of dark steel, like he was formed from a super-soldier mold and given an attitude to match. “Got a timed Run for you.”
“Wait, already?” Entin said. “I just got back from my last Run.”
“Part of the job. Do you want the money or not?”
Entin sighed and stood. It was the life of a Runner to always be at the edge of exhausting his Stamina.
Bailey was staring at the party of girls, chewing the inside of her cheek. She always seemed to go out of her way to avoid them, then glowered whenever they were in sight.
Hendrick placed a contract paper on his table and summoned four chyps: small triangle copper pieces with a reverse triangle punched out of their centers. “Take this delivery to Mrs. Lenmon’s place.”
“That’s clear on the Upper West Bench,” Entin said, eyeing the four chyps. “I’ll do it for ten.”
Hendrick pressed his meaty fists against the table, leaning forward. “This ain’t a negotiation, boy!”
“How much time?”
“Thirteen minutes.”
Entin crossed his arms and waited.
“Time is ticking!” Hendrick said, his voice belying a tinge of hysteria.
Entin shrugged.
The man pushed Entin aside with a log of an arm and yelled down to Bailey. “Girl! New job.”
“No Stamina,” Bailey said without looking up.
“Fine! Eight chyps and no more, you cogging dulick. But if you don’t make it, the late fee comes out of your pocket!” Hendrick summoned the extra chyps, and they melted into the contract.
“Yeah, fine.” Entin placed his thumb on the paper and pressed the Accept button when the confirmation window appeared. “Where’s the package then?”
Hendrick tapped his gray game screen. An enclosed wooden box materialized from a rush of pixels in the air before slamming onto the tabletop.
It had a symbol on each side indicating the type of items it contained: potatoes. Of course they were potatoes! They were practically the heaviest ingredient to transport.
With a sigh, Entin summoned his Runner’s pack and placed it on the table. It had two straps on one side and a solid L shape on the back to hold boxes.
As he moved to grab the box, Hendrick tapped his screen again. Another box of potatoes slammed against the table next to the first.
“Two?”
“Pay attention to the contract next time. Got eleven minutes, boy.”
Entin cussed, then strapped both of the boxes to his pack before pulling the armbands over his shoulders. The weight shifted, and he took two steps back to balance it.
This was going to be one hell of a Run. . . .
“And don’t be like that idiot boy,” Hendrick said. “Kid transferred the package to his inventory and screwed up the ownership record. The whole purchase order got canceled! More hassle than he was worth, which is why he’s not around anymore.”
The man stared, hard-faced, but even so, the side of his lip lifted just a hair. Smug bastard. Dantic was just a kid starting out. He did Runs practically for free.
Entin turned, committed to not giving the taskmaster any satisfaction. He opened his map, letting the screen hover out in front.
The contract gleamed at the top left corner next to a clock that was now counting down from ten minutes. A solid white line curved through the city from the market plaza to the Upper West Bench.
His Stamina ticked up to 48.
Entin took a deep breath, triggered Sprint, and 10 Stamina drained away. He ran, fastest cogging Runner in the market. He wouldn’t let the time on his contract expire.
Runners made so little, as it were, that missing a timed delivery was the difference between eating and not, and since Runners needed their Stamina to be effective, food was their most prized possession.
He swerved around the comings and goings of various people and took the stairs out of the market two steps at a time.
The boxes crushed against his back, threatening to stomp him into the flagstones. He grunted, slid his hands under the straps, and pushed on.
“Coming through!” he yelled at a crowd near the Blue Bird restaurant. The people quickly moved, turning to blurs to either side.
His map indicated a right turn here at the alleyway, though that was slower, easier but slower. Besides, he needed to hit the fountain if he was going to have enough Stamina.
The white line on the map blinked red as he ran past the alleyway. [Recalculating. . . . Recalculating.] It snapped to a new route, twisting through busy streets.
At four minutes left on the contract, he hit the fountain, drank, and refilled his vials. The buff immediately increased his Stamina to 28, flooding his chest with renewed energy.
The fountain sat at the midpoint of the Central Plaza. Four wide streets ran in the major directions. He hitched his pack and took the west street that curved upward at a gradual slope.
Two men crossed the street ahead, following a third and much shorter man, likely returning from some exciting adventure out where monsters roamed.
“Coming through!” Entin shouted. He really needed to get a cogging bell or something, or . . . maybe petition the government for Runner lanes, not that the government actually did anything.
The man in the back yelled, and the man at the center—a real juggernaut of a guy, at least a head taller than any normal person, with warm sepia-colored skin and a total lack of hair—spun. He carried an ornate polearm, and it spun as well.
Entin ducked as the weapon whooshed overhead. Something tugged at his back, making him lighter.
“Jantonon, ya dented cog!” a man yelled.
Entin turned. His second box of potatoes had somehow been launched fifteen feet off the ground!
The other men were yelling something and pointing. A fall from that height would undoubtedly destroy the box. Hell, a fall from only a few feet onto a corner could blast the contents into pixels.
Entin pressed his index finger against his thumb, triggering Dash and paying 10 Stamina. Wisps of shadow enveloped him, moving him ten feet forward.
As soon as reality snapped back, he swung his pack around to the front and triggered the second variant of Roll, a skill that cost 5 Stamina.
His body moved on its own, diving to the flagstones and landing a shoulder at the ideal angle to roll so that he ended up facing the opposite direction.
The box of potatoes fell—hard—slamming its full weight down onto the other box, dealing 23 durability damage to both.
The numbers were white with black cracks spreading across them until they crumbled to pixels and vanished. White durability bars indicated 77/100 until the boxes broke.
The impact nearly flattened him, digging the edges of his Runner’s pack into his thighs. He grunted, stood, and checked to find his Stamina had drained to . . . 9?
He slid the straps over his shoulders and managed to look back at the adventurers, meaning to give them a glare. The short stalky fellow, the one leading the party, stared with an open mouth.
Ugh, there wasn’t any time to chew them out. Time— Cogs! The contract timer hit one minute and eighteen seconds.
Entin swerved off the main street and took the shadowed alleyways instead.
Little balconies jutted from the sides of tan stone buildings. Potted plants hung from balcony roofs, spilling over vines, flowers, and vegetables of unusual colors.
Human-like Lumarians—Non-Player Characters with vibrant hair of unnatural color—walked between the buildings, carrying food, jewelry, and pets in cages. They obviously wanted to sell them to the moderately wealthy families here that didn’t have mansions.
Entin’s Stamina hit 0.
Cogs. . . .
A new icon materialized above his map: Exhaustion. His body grew heavy. His lungs burned with a sudden need for air. And yet, the route line on the map swerved around two more buildings before ending at Mrs. Lenmon’s restaurant.
He had hit Exhaustion dozens of times before. But it was an impossible thing to get used to. The game screamed at him to stop moving, screamed through every muscle: Take a break; Get some water; Stop running!
But . . . no!
He needed to make the delivery. To fail would rob a chunk of his earnings. Who wanted to work all day long—grinding down their Stamina—for practically nothing?
His tongue and mouth grew sticky as a dryness spread down his throat and lungs. He panted, feeling each breath insufficient.
It’s just code. Programs he could ignore, could push through. Exhaustion couldn’t actually hurt him. It just did its best to make his life miserable.
He ran across a small road and through another alleyway. At the end of it, he turned, and there it was, the back door of Mrs. Lenmon’s restaurant, marked in a dashed outline of yellow. The dashes rotated around the door, flashing and growing smaller.
Entin pushed every muscle in his body to move, to sprint for that fading goal. The lines flashed, now mere feet away. With two more steps, he slammed his hand against the wooden door just as the lines blinked red.
The door swung open, revealing a rather plump woman. Her face was a mask of control as she glared down her nose. “You’re late. So, my payment is twenty percent less.”
“By . . . one . . . second!” Entin rasped the words.
“Well, I didn’t make the rules, did I? You can drop the packages there. Ames! The potatoes are here. Ames! Where has that boy gotten to?”
Entin twisted the boxes around himself, then lowered them to the street with shaking arms. The last one slipped through his fingers and crashed to the ground, taking fall damage.
“Hey!” Mrs. Lenmon yelled. “That’s expensive. Food prices are getting ridiculous, and you’re just going to throw it on the ground? Do you want a negative review? I should—”
A small voice called from behind the irate woman, cutting her off. She moved to the side to make room for an Analian boy.
His skin was of shadow. He had long black hair tied into braids and two black triangles on his forehead. The boy was a few years younger than Entin, timid and small.
Mrs. Lenmon glared, then thrust a finger toward the boxes. “Get these to Pinlo so he can make the main dish.” She clapped twice. “Hurry now! We’ve got customers waiting.”
Entin took a listless step back and deposited his Runners’ pack into his inventory. He wiped his forehead and filled his lungs, taking deep breaths.
A twenty percent fee?
How much were the boxes worth?
A chime resonated within his head, and the contract symbol materialized before him. A green checkmark satisfied the terms, but a red line crossed through the payment of 8 chyps, showing a . . . negative 34 chyps?
The world spun. . . .
Entin staggered just to keep his feet under him. He gasped for air, only for it to burn in his lungs. Everything he had earned that day was ripped from his account.
He turned and meandered away, losing himself in the street’s foot traffic, allowing his Stamina to recover.
Random people moved about with their own errands in mind. Beggars asked for coins or food. Kids kicked a hay ball and laughed when it suddenly burst on a boy.
This world had turned into a juxtaposed war of ideas. One side—those who had accepted this new reality, embraced it, even—wore armor and weapons, adapting to life as it was. The other side wore slim suits and dresses, the proper clothing of a society now gone.
Two worlds clashed, vying for control.
“Hey!” a man yelled from afar.
Entin continued down the street. He kicked a loose pebble, then brought up his game screen: 0 chyps. It would have been less if the System recognized negative currencies. The contract took everything it could from him, leaving him with nothing.
Would Hendrick even give him another job? What a dented question! Of course he would. The man got exactly what he wanted. He profited off an absurdly timed Run and had it delivered for free.
Entin let out a resigned breath.
Eizel was so impossibly out of his league. He couldn’t even succeed at being a Runner, and that was something he excelled at.
In the last life, he might have had a chance as a pilot, but now? How did a cogging loser attract the attention of a girl like her, a girl that was at the center of everyone’s affection?
Maybe it was beyond the bounds of reality. Or . . . maybe he just needed to stop this whiney downward spiral of thoughts and actually do something.
The one certainty above all was that he wouldn’t slink back to Hendrick for more work. There had to be other vendors that needed a good Runner, a vendor that didn’t abuse their help.
He crossed to the middle of a stone bridge leading back to the Central Plaza and stopped.
People lined both sides of the bridge, holding fishing poles, hoping to get lucky without hiking to Roya Lake in the Wilds.
A decent fishing pole and bait probably cost more than a few scyl, the silver currency in this world. A hundred chyps made a scyl, a hundred scyl made a gyl, and all of it was so cogging hard to get.
He planted his elbows on the stone wall next to someone and looked out over the canal’s water. It rippled around a dozen fishing bobbers and reflected the pink and red sky of a day coming to a close.
Something gripped his shoulder.
Entin jerked and spun to face the adventurer from the fountain.
The man was short and burly with pale skin. He had nicely combed black hair and a bushy beard that didn’t quite match, giving him a sophisticated yet wild look.
He held a finger up, then bent over, gasping for breath with hands on his knees.
The other adventurers that had been following him were a ways behind. The juggernaut—still holding his polearm—jogged next to a lean red-headed man with long hair pulled back into a ponytail of small braids.
“I . . . Oh, how I detest . . . running,” the burly man said between breaths.
Entin couldn’t help but glare, grinding his teeth. “Your group cost me my Run!”
“Well,” the man said, standing straight with a smile, “you’re probably eager for a better job then. Am I right?”





Chapter
Two
E ntin stood in the dark entryway of the orphanage, a place he was lucky to call home. He gently pushed the door until it clicked shut, not wanting to wake any of the children.
His Satiated stat read 23 points above Max.
Lourne—the short, burly man, leader of the party of adventurers—made up for Entin’s losses with a large dinner. He now had the Overate debuff, draining his Satiated stat 10 per hour instead of the usual 5.
He grinned.
A dungeoneer!
That was what they wanted, an agile addition to their party. He didn’t have to be a market Runner anymore, a Runner for all the ungrateful vendors that drove them like slaves.
He crossed the room with a scattering of tables to his left. Scraps of paper of all shapes and sizes were covered in sloppy crayon drawings.
The game designers didn’t plan for an orphanage, or really, didn’t plan for orphans. While everyone eighteen and older received free housing and starting money, those without parents were given nothing.
Entin fell into the unlucky camp of being born two weeks late. Or was it a blessing? After everyone he cared about had been killed in the real world, he now had a new family, one that appreciated just how special life was and understood how fast it could be taken away.
Footsteps floundered in the hallway that connected to the bedrooms. “Entin!” Ohto yelled, laughing. He was no older than six with blond hair and hazel eyes.
He wore the default clothing all players were given: indestructible brown shorts and shirt, a mark of being too impoverished to own real clothes but functional nonetheless.
The kid was barefoot with little pink nubs for toes. His tiny hands grabbed Entin’s leg and slid around him as if to hide.
“Ohto!” Ausemnie whispered from the hallway. “You were supposed to be in bed, you little demon.” She held a candle as she walked, casting a flickering light. Her auburn hair was pulled back into a braid, contrasting her fair skin and warm undertones.
It was amazing how well she handled the orphanage. It was probably the only reason the place existed, and she wasn’t much older than the rest of them. Everyone had a part to play.
Entin summoned his inventory and materialized a single scyl. The silver disk glinted in the candlelight with a transparent, purple diamond shape at the center.
It was enough money to feed a few of the kids for two or three days. He flicked the coin to Ausemnie, and she caught it.
“Doing Runs this late at night?” she asked, inspecting the coin.
“Got something new coming up. That was just the sign-on bonus.”
“Well, that’s exciting. You’ll have to tell me all about it tomorrow. Ohto,” she said sternly, “Entin is very tired . . . isn’t that right, Entin?”
Entin tossed the kid’s blond hair.
“Story! I want story!” Ohto said, his face full of excitement.
“Don’t think we have any books, champ.”
“Pretend, like last time.”
Ausemnie snatched the boy and threw him onto her hip. “It’s much too late for a story. But maybe . . . if you’re good, Entin can tell you a story tomorrow?” She looked at Entin when she said that last bit, and he nodded.
“For sure, Ohto. I’ll have the grandest of tales to tell.” A story about a dungeon, and it would, undoubtedly, thrill all the others as well.
“I don’t want tails,” Ohto protested. “I want story.”
Ausemnie laughed. “A tale is another word for a story. I’ll tell you all about it tomorrow.” She then nodded toward the balcony doors across the room. “I think Bailey is waiting for you, Entin. Hold on to your head, okay?”
“Tomorrow, tomorrow,” Ohto said, sticking out his lower lip.
“Yes, you little runt! It’s off to bed, so we can have fun tomorrow.” She spun twice, then carried the little boy down the hallway, echoing laughter.
Entin opened the balcony’s glass doors.
Bailey was leaning on the stone railing, looking out over the city. She twirled an orange and red flower that seemed new or . . . who knew with her. She had a different flower every day, like it was her mission to find one and pester him about it.
“Where’ja go?” she asked, then turned to face him, forehead furrowed. “Ya didn’t bring back my water vial. I hit Exhaustion twice! And since ya were gone, Hendrick forced me to do all the jobs. ‘If ya don’t Run today, ya won’t Run tomorrow.’ Ya left me with a coggin’ slave driver!”
“Oh. . . .” Entin had completely forgotten about the vials. He swiped left with two fingers and summoned his game screen to his inventory. With a few taps, the unused vial materialized in his hand.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I got a new job, and . . . I guess I lost track of time.”
Bailey let out a breath and dropped her shoulders. She was never one for staying mad. She took the vial and placed it into her inventory. “So, yer Runnin’ for a different vendor now?” Her voice lost its edge, growing a bit uncertain.
“For dungeoneers!” Who would have thought he could use his Runner skills beyond the walls, outside of the market? He’d finally get to see a bit of this new world, see what was out there in the Wilds.
“The Wilds? That’s too risky!” she said in a loud whisper. Of course, she didn’t appreciate the job for what it was: freedom and opportunity. “What’s so wrong with bein’ a Runner?”
“Everything!” he said. “No one values us. They shortchange us whenever they get a chance. When there are risks, we are the ones that take the full brunt of it. I’m just . . . I’m just sick of being undervalued.”
“Ya don’t gotta take them jobs. Take the regular ones like I do.”
“Bailey . . . look, we’re working all day just to buy ourselves some food and maybe give Ausemnie a little something to help the others. How long are we going to do this?”
Bailey shrugged and looked down the street. Lanterns glowed a yellow-orange, casting light on the few people still out and about.
The sky was filled with thousands of white dots that blinked here and there. It was the only time Entin could see a bit of their old life, back in the colony ship, charting its course among the stars.
“I have to do this,” he said.
“It’s a dungeon. Ya think takin’ timed Runs is a risk? Ya risk everythin’ in a dungeon. Minute ya step through the entrance, yer items get hit with that Droppable debuff.”
“I know how it works. And that’s why they need me. I’ll stay back and pick up the items. I’m the safest person in the group. And if they die and drop their gear, I’ll get it out of there.”
She exhaled. “And if you die?”
“It’s not like I’m taking much with me.”
“Just yer clothes. Vendors ain’t gonna hire someone who can’t afford real clothes. A Runner practically in underwear, ya imagine?”
“I don’t want to be a Runner!”
“Fine! Do whatever ya want. Maybe ya’ll see just how good we’ve got it when yer stuck in yer dungeon with no way out.” Bailey’s nostrils flared. “I . . .” Her voice cracked. She stopped and stared for a moment, then walked to the balcony’s glass doors and left.
What could he have said? That he needed this, that Eizel would never respect a market Runner? That the adventure called to him?
Things couldn’t—shouldn’t—stay the same.
He sighed and studied the stars. The constellations shimmered in all the wrong places, different shapes from the ones he used to study with his father. These were nameless and without stories, without memories.
A piece of him felt cracked without Bailey. They were partners in this new life, weren’t they? Partners ever since their families died.
That was a thought he couldn’t linger on. This was their world now. This was his family now. There was no point on dwelling in the past when he was the hotshot pilot in training and everything was going right.
He would make a difference.
He would be someone important, someone who could provide for all the others in need of help. He’d make them smile and ease their pain.
Somehow . . . he’d just have to make Bailey understand that this was the way forward. And it all started in the morning.





Chapter
Three
B efore the city officially awoke, Entin stepped through the west gate and into the Wilds for the first time. He had seen the Wilds from the city walls before: long stretches of green land on the west side that eventually touched a sprawling forest and a sizable lake on the east side.
A few dozen fishermen hiked to the lake each morning. If they were lucky—meaning, they didn’t aggro roaming monsters and die—they’d return by midday before the value of their catch would spike for dinner.
A large portion of daily trades revolved around food. And every day it got worse, given that food was one of those oversights when converting this game into a life simulator.
Somehow, the developers didn’t think to provide accessible land for farming. Per game rules, nothing could be claimed near the city’s zone, making the green fields useless.
It was just another dented sign of this new reality being rushed. He could complain like so many others had or he could do something about it.
Right. That was why he was here.
Entin loved the smell of early morning, the slight dampness that formed on everything, and the quiet of it, a time when everyone slept, allowing the city to sit in a moment of peace.
There was an unspoken rule about disturbing that peace. Those who routinely worked before the sun rose knew it well.
People walked through the gate and eyed him, the newb adventurer splashing in the shallow waters of the Wilds. Was it amusement or concern that creased their brows?
To the side of the main road lay a round platform tiled with stone. Blue crystals were mixed within the stonework to form the symbol of a sun.
“Ah, good!” Lourne said. “You found the right waypoint, and you’re on time.” The man stood a foot shorter than Entin but made up for his small stature with a muscular chest.
Following the party leader were Jantonon and Ruben, two very different men who had only been available for a few minutes last night for introductions.
Entin nodded. A bit of nervous anxiety ran rampant in his chest. “Runners are pretty cognizant of time and place.”
The three adventurers came equipped with leather armor and weapons, ready to fight real monsters. He hadn’t even seen a real monster.
Lourne carried a short sword and dagger, both sheathed at his waist. He seemed better suited for a tank role but was equipped as a rogue.
Jantonon held his polearm tilted back against his shoulder. The tip of the polearm curved into a thin blade while the opposing end was capped with a metal ball that nearly scraped the ground.
And Ruben—the spry man with long red hair—had a bow strapped around his chest and a quiver at his waist.
Entin’s chest tightened. He had that sickly feeling that maybe he had agreed to all of this too readily. They were all very prepared. A good thing, all things considered, but drastically different than what he brought: default clothing and a vial of water.
Lourne smiled. “Feeling under-geared?”
“Well . . . we are going into a dungeon,” Entin said, restating in his mind that his job was to stay out of trouble and run should the party get in over its head. Wearing equipment would only increase his risk of losing it.
“You’ll be the safest in the group. And think of this as a test run. You’ve never seen a dungeon before. Going in armed to the teeth, that just wouldn’t be smart. Maybe, after a few trips to respawn, we can invest in some gear for you.”
Having real adventurer’s gear could provide all manner of benefits, from increased Stamina to different skills, not to mention protection.
Lourne walked to the center of the waypoint and summoned his game screen. It was green with twisting vines that acted as its border. After a few taps, a dialog box in transparent blue materialized in front of Entin.
¤ Party Invite
» Lourne has invited you to his party.
» Accept or Decline?
Despite all the misgivings that twisted through his stomach, he wanted this, wanted to finally be something more than a common Runner, not to mention all the benefits it could bring to the orphanage.
He tapped the Accept button, and a chime resonated in his head. A contract icon materialized with a green checkmark, satisfying Lourne’s only requirement when he paid the sign-on bonus while promising more.
The burly leader flashed a smile, wiggling his eyebrows, then pressed something on his screen.
The world . . . stopped.
The sound of a thousand people inhaling pressed in from all sides. The colors of the gate and green field and his new party shifted and elongated, then snapped back together.
Entin fell to a knee as a gust of forest-scented air brushed over him. Through the outstretched tree branches—and quite small—were the city’s tall walls, spires and domes and flags peeking out from behind.
The far-off lake shimmered a burnt golden color, reflecting the early morning sun. And . . . ha! There, in a line, were a few dozen dots: fishermen, carefully working their way out to where they’d cast their lines and hope for expensive fish.
A massive Land floated beyond the edge of their world. Chunks of rock as big as mountains rotated around it. He had forgotten just how majestic the Lands were.
Being nose-deep in the city didn’t give him time to see the wonders of this new reality. And to think, there were thousands of these world fragments to be explored if anyone could actually figure out how to get to them.
Entin stood. This platform was old, covered with leaves and dirt. A soft yellow glow radiated from the edges, and a notification alerted him that he was invulnerable for the next minute.
“All clear, boss,” Ruben said after turning in a full circle. His eyes were green, glowing like emerald fire. He seemed to relax. Whatever skill he was using ended, returning his eyes to their natural brown color.
Lourne nodded and stepped off the waypoint stone, breaking the circle of yellow light. Pixels scattered where his foot passed through, and, like a wave, the other fragments of light dimmed to a gray and faded. The Invulnerability trait abruptly ended.
The party moved down a path that cut through the forest. To them, this was a stroll out in the market square, a place of familiarity. But to Entin . . . this was the Wilds. . . .
Birds fluttered overhead, insects buzzed, and little animals skirted the strangers, jumping between branches, knocking leaves to twirl downward.
It was so full of life!
Something snorted beyond the trees to the right, something big. It was a wall of green fur with tusks, chomping on a bush.
The others paid it no attention.
There were flowers of all colors, mushrooms, and— Were those berries? He hadn’t had a berry for years, in or out of the game world. He picked one, a plump purple thing with swirls of pink, and tossed it to his mouth.
A hand caught it and squished it. “Oh-ho!” Ruben said. “These buggers will cut your Stamina in half, man. The debuff lasts a good two hours. Ab-so-lutely delicious, though probably not the best snack before a dungeon?”
“Oh. . . .” Entin said, already proving himself a dented cog. Stamina was what made him valuable. Everyone else had weapons and Weapon skills. The normal spread of skills was four combat skills that used Resource and two Utility skills that used Stamina.
He, on the other hand, had six Utility skills: Dash, Handspring, Roll, Slide, Sprint, and Wall Kick. Halving his Stamina would have been disastrous.
“You en me, we stick’n together,” Ruben said. He wrapped an arm around Entin and pulled him along. “This’ll be yer first dungeon, then?”
“First anything.”
“Right. . . . Well, we all gotta start somewhere, ya? Given that I have a bow, I avoid bein’ in the thick of things. Just stay back by me en everythin’ should work out fine.”
“How many dungeons have you guys completed?”
“Completed?” Ruben asked. “Like official en all? Can’t say we’ve completed any. I think ya gotta kill a dungeon boss to complete a dungeon, and they’re none too fun. Ya see a boss, ya get outta there.”
“But—”
“There ain’t no buts about it. Bosses are mean dulicks, they are.”
“I mean,” Entin said, “if you’re not completing the dungeon, then what’s the point?”
“Loot, my man! Got the lesser monsters to kill and treasures to find. Dungeons have the best drops outta anywhere.”
Up ahead, Lourne stepped aside and let Jantonon take the lead. “We’re almost there,” he said and opened his game screen. “I’m assigning all of our loot to drop to Entin. We can split our finds later. Just make sure that if any of us dies, grab our items so they’re not lost.”
Entin nodded. “What if I run out of inventory space?”
“Oh, right!” Lourne snapped his fingers. He swiped his screen twice and tapped something. A blue and black bag appeared in his hand. The black parts were flaking away like ash in the wind.
“Go ahead and equip this in an open bag slot,” he said. “It’d normally have fourteen slots, but the curse removes four of them. Should still be helpful.”
Entin took the bag and summoned his game screen. The fourth screen held his equipped gear, which only showed his default clothing. He placed the cursed bag next to his default bag of twenty slots, giving him thirty inventory slots altogether.
With the two bags equipped, he could add four more, should he ever find that many. Last he heard, no one knew how to craft equippable bags, or if they did, it was a carefully guarded secret.
“Look,” Lourne said, “none of us want to die down there. However, out of all of us, it’s vital that you stay alive. You got that? If you survive, then we’ve mitigated the biggest risk of dungeoneering. So, I’m just going to say it, guys . . . I’m brilliant!”
“Brilliantly obvious,” Ruben said.
“Obvious? If it was so obvious, why isn’t anyone else doing it, hmm?”
“Cause we gotta split the loot, man.”
“Bah! Don’t be small-minded. For how often you die, we could have paid a dozen Runners by now.”
“Ya wound me, boss, wound me good!”
“Oh!” Lourne said, raising a finger. “And that’s not even the best part. Since he doesn’t have a weapon, we don’t split kill experience.
“Brilliant indeed. I think I may be a savant. A savant of . . . dungeoneering.” He said those last words in a grand proclamation to the Celestial Plane above, then cracked a smile. Everyone—except for Jantonon—laughed.
Entin turned to Ruben. “What’s the story with Jantonon?” To which Ruben shrugged and said the man was just different, not a gabby fellow.
The trail turned rocky with streams of water trickling between crevasses. Green lichen coated the sides of stones. The terrain shifted and rose at the sides, creating a path between dirt walls.
Gnarled tree roots twisted out from those walls, then looped back into the dirt. Purple mushrooms formed like wine glasses, tasting the moisture in the air and receding as the party neared.
After another five minutes, the ground leveled for twenty feet and stopped. A sheet of perfectly cut stone blocked the pathway. Wisps of white and gray seeped from the smooth surface and churned like clouds, slipping upward and evaporating.
At the center of it all, hovering a foot out from the stone, was a radiant white crystal in the shape of an octahedron. Four similarly shaped black crystals—but much smaller—floated out from the center a few feet, each angled at forty-five degrees.
“There it is!” Lourne said. “Go at it, Entin, summon an Information Box.”
Entin pointed his index and middle finger at the white crystal and rotated his wrist. An Information Box pulled together from pixels, outlined in gold and silver that twisted around each other to form flowers.
¤ Troken Dungeon [Unique · Rank 1]
» Dungeon Reset: 3d 18h 24m
» Prime Treasures: 5/5
» Leaderboard: Unclaimed
» Modifiers: None
The Information Box featured a green square, marking its rarity as Unique. The rarity system in the game was unlike other games. Then again, it seemed as if the creators of this world tried to make everything a little different.
There were six rarities, denoted by their color and symbol: Junk, a gray dash; Standard, a white circle; Unique, a green square; Exquisite, a blue triangle; Diamond, a purple diamond; and Celestial, a yellow sun.
Each rarity could further be improved by its rank between 1 and 5. How that affected dungeons, he didn’t know.
Oh . . . cogs! There was probably a guide he should have read before showing up today, which, again, proved him to be a newb. But there wasn’t anything to be done about it now.
Another dialog window materialized.
¤ Troken Dungeon
» Activate dungeon portal.
» Accept or Decline?
Entin tapped Accept, and the screen fell away into a flurry of pixels. The four black stones snapped to the corners of a forming doorway. The white stone spun and dissolved into rippling waves of teal and blue, glowing and shifting. The waves crashed against each other, a tempest in a box, oblivious to gravity.
“Here we go!” Lourne said and stepped into the portal.
Jantonon made no comment and followed.
Ruben slapped Entin on the back and grinned wildly. “Remember,” he said, pointing, “it only feels like yer dyin’.” He winked and stepped backward through the liquid, his face contorting in pain before vanishing beyond the portal.
Entin stood there alone, the portal’s colors shifting across a myriad sea of blues and teals. This was what he wanted, to show others—to show himself—that he could be more.
He thought of Eizel: her smile, her confidence, her willingness to take hold of this new reality and make something of it. He’d do the same, and it started here.
He took a deep breath, held it, pinched his eyes shut in anticipation of whatever torturous pain that accompanied entering a dungeon, and stepped into the portal.





Chapter
Four
E ntering a dungeon portal wasn’t, in any way, similar to using a waypoint stone. This was more like stepping through a waterfall to find the hidden cave beyond. Two steps, and he was in a small room, not the least bit drenched by the experience.
Entin exhaled sharply, foolishly expecting pain. He punched Ruben. “It didn’t hurt at all!”
Ruben laughed and unslung his bow.
The portal’s teal glow illuminated shelves of broken dishes, stacks of mildewed rugs, and splintered chairs rotted to the floor.
Something vibrated from behind, and Entin turned. The gray bricks that made up the wall flipped and snapped together, filling the space of the portal. The wall solidified, and the room grew dark except for the flickering of yellow-orange light outside a doorway.
The dungeon had a twisting, distant soundscape of a piano and something else. It was like the music in the market, folding itself into the reality of the dark room, though this music sounded broken, sad, and slow. It made everything a bit more eerie.
“Ah, another buried mansion,” Lourne said. He stepped into a hallway, holding his short sword at the ready. The others followed, and so did Entin, clearly not having a choice.
Painted canvases took up the bulk of the high walls in myriad sizes, puzzled to fit together. Each depicted different Lands: a black swamp, crystal cave, giant trees that poked through clouds . . . all unique in some way. There were animals and monsters, but the cracked paint obscured their details.
Every dozen or so feet, polished bowls of metal were pressed into the stonework between canvases. Little living orbs of fire hovered within those bowls, seemingly trapped by an invisible barrier. They had attentive black eyes that watched Entin as he returned their bewildered stares.
A squishing noise came from down the hallway. It was a green cube about five feet tall. It jiggled translucent flesh and oozed slime. The red rug it had plonked on darkened to black, then dissolved into streams of pixels.
Lourne didn’t wait. He charged the monster and sliced his short sword—the blade trailing a line of white at the tip—through the monster’s gelatinous body. A pink slash through the slime revealed where the sword had cut it, dealing 182 damage in red text.
He jumped back and padded the air with an open hand at the others. “Wait, wait. It’s going to duplicate.” And, sure enough, the cube popped into two smaller cubes.
A brown loot sack—bulging from the unknown items it held within and tied off at the top—materialized. It hovered in the air, a single white line anchoring it to the floor.
Jantonon slammed the brunt side of his polearm against one of the new slimes. It popped, duplicating again into two smaller variants of itself, releasing another sack.
Ruben nocked an arrow, drew, and released. As soon as he did, a second arrow materialized at his fingertips, and he fired it immediately. Both arrows pierced the two newest cubes, which fizzled into green pixels and dispersed.
More loot sacks—these ones noticeably smaller—appeared in the air and rotated slowly.
Entin, so engaged in the action, forgot his primary job. Ugh, get the loot! He stepped forward, but Ruben caught his shoulder.
“Gotta wait until they’re all dead,” Ruben said. “Loot’s not goin’ anywhere, man. The dungeon won’t reclaim it for three hours.”
Lourne sidestepped a flying square blob. His short sword shifted into a reverse grip, and he spun, jabbing the tip of his blade into the mob. Instead of duplicating like the others, something inside it cracked, and the blob pixelated, dropping a slightly larger sack.
The man laughed. “I love these loot slimes!”
Now that the monsters were dead, Entin tapped the closest sack. Five sacks opened at the same time, each with a bit of money totaling . . . 13 chyps! In less than two minutes, they had managed to find more money than he could possibly hope to earn from a timed Run.
And there was more than just money. He hesitated at the various odd items. “What items should I be grabbing?” he asked, eyeing chipped bones in one slot and a shriveled eye in another. The smallest sack had a single worn shoe.
“Hard to tell what’s valuable,” Lourne said. “Sometimes it’s the oddest things.”
“Oh-ho!” Ruben yelled. “Y’all remember that rotten hide? It stunk somethin’ fierce, but guess it’s used in fertilizer or such-en-such. Got a bit more than thirty chyps from it!”
Lourne furrowed his brow. “You said you threw that away. . . .”
“I . . . I did? Y’know what, that’s right! I’m thinkin’ of somethin’ totally different.” Ruben nudged Entin. “Boss is a sharp one, that’s for sure.”
Lourne shook his head. “Entin, just grab everything. We’ll sort it out later. And if you run out of inventory slots, we can share the load.”
Entin nodded and selected all of the sacks. He swiped his index and middle finger to the left, and the contents shifted into his inventory, taking up three slots. Each of the sacks pixelated and dispersed the same way the green slimes had.
They continued down the hallway, which opened into a massive room with a high arched ceiling connected to stone pillars. One wall at the front had a series of stained glass windows—most broken—revealing dirt behind them. Tiny blue lights fluttered around the decorated glass fragments like magical fireflies.
Everyone paused for a moment at the top of a rounded balcony that overlooked the room. Marble balusters held up a bronze railing that circled the space large enough for a band of musicians.
It wasn’t hard to imagine them playing their melodies at some elegant—and long-forgotten—ball, the people below dressed in brilliant colors, socializing around drinks and desserts while others took to the dance floor.
The colony ship in the real world had a similar place, a majestic room of finery. If the world wasn’t stolen from them, Entin would have gone to his first matchmaking ball around now, expected to do his duty in choosing a possible match that the geneticists could approve.
Cogs. . . . That world was gone, and no thinking about it would bring it back. It only held the shadows of nightmares, of lost family and friends and passions.
Entin shook his head. He needed to focus on the here and now, on this important job that could solve the problems of this world, not the last.
Either end of the balcony was joined by a set of stairs. They curved along the walls and met directly below at the center of the room. There were circular tables—some tipped on their sides, some broken—and chairs scattered about, their cushions lying in puddles.
Among the disarray, and probably the most noteworthy to anyone here in the living, were the piles—heaping piles—of bones.
“Maybe . . .” Ruben said, trailing off as he scanned the room with emerald glowing eyes. “Okay, hear me out, guys. Maybe we don’t go lookin’ for the dungeon boss, ya?”
“It’s just thematic detail,” Lourne said. “The boss isn’t anywhere near here.”
“That’s what ya said last—”
“Yeah, well, that was a freak occurrence. We’ll get our loot and head out. Any sign of a boss, we’re gone. Alright? Besides,” he said and motioned to Entin, grinning, “we’ve got our Runner.”
Ruben nodded slowly, then let out a breath before following Lourne down the steps. At the base, the bones began to shake and snap together.
Ruben muttered, “Thematic detail, pfft.”
The hollow eye sockets of skulls lit up like the orbs of fire in the walls. Dry, hollow knocking filled the room, followed by a sort of hissing sound, a constant intake of breath with no lungs to hold it.
Jantonon took the lead. His polearm swooshed through the air and shattered a rising stack of bones before it could form into anything.
A loot sack materialized, and as soon as the others moved forward enough, Entin rushed to it.
¤ Loot
» 6 chyps
No items in this one, but 6 chyps from one weak monster? He should have been adventuring this entire time!
He waited in the back, keeping an eye on all the shadows nearby just in case something decided to slip out and attack. The walls down here were covered in plants and vines.
Besides the noises of bones scratching the floor and shattering against blunt and sharp weapons, there was a sound of trickling water nearby.
Ruben swore and nocked another arrow. His last arrow struck a bone and chipped it. “I hate skeletons. Gimme somethin’ that bleeds!”
“Aim for the head,” Lourne said.
“Ya think?”
Lourne waved to get Entin’s attention, then pointed to the base of a pillar next to the wall. “Grab that chest.”
Chest? His interest was immediately piqued. Loot was definitely fun. Of course, he didn’t have to fight, so all he got were the upsides of this adventure.
Sitting next to the pillar was an old wooden chest with a single white circle carved into its front: standard quality.
Entin ran up to the chest and slid to a knee. The chest opened like any loot sack would, revealing the contents within an inventory screen.
¤ Treasure Chest [Standard]
» 1× Leather Gloves
» 3× Mushrooms
» 2× Empty Vials
He deposited the items and stood, taking note of the ongoing fight and . . . something else.
He hadn’t seen it from across the room, but there was a small passage hidden between the overgrowth of plants. White flowers glowed along vines that encased the floor. When he stepped closer, their petals spun together and went dark.
The passage actually wasn’t small at all. It opened to a large sunlit garden of flowers that would have stunned Bailey to silence.
At the center of it all were stone slabs covered in coins! It also had a bit of a stench, something rotten or dead. But there had to be enough money shimmering in the sunlight to give them all nice banquet dinners for months.
The ground squished underfoot.
Something grabbed his arm from behind and pulled him back.
“Alright,” Ruben said. “So personal experiences may vary here, though vine demons are none too fun and should be avoided.”
“A what?” Entin asked, trying to shake away from Ruben’s grasp to show him the room of coins.
“Hold on, man. They’re harmless buggers if you don’t go walkin’ into their mouths.”
Entin turned back to the opening, and instead of the sunlit, glimmering piles of coins, a dark hole lay open in the wall, filled with thorny vines and a green mist.
Ruben laughed. “Might need to tie a rope ‘round this one. Keep him outta trouble!”
Entin sighed.
Why was he so determined to make every newb mistake? It was embarrassing, and if not for Ruben, he’d probably be dead. . . .
“Jokin’, man,” Ruben said and slapped Entin on the back. “Ya doin’ fine. Lourne died in one of these things three times! Ya believe that?”
Lourne blew out a breath of annoyance and sheathed his short sword. “Stop telling everyone that!”
“I ain’t tell no lie.”
“What happens in the dungeon stays in the dungeon. We agreed on that.”
“Yeah. . .? En we’re in a dungeon, aren’t we?”
“Cogs and junk! Not the same one.” Lourne rolled his eyes and stared at the ceiling. “Fine!” he said, thrusting a finger. “Let’s talk about that haunted house dungeon and yer girlfriend.”
“Oh-ho! She had the nicest long legs, didn’t she? Nothin’ like Jenjen, though.”
“Nice legs for a dead girl.”
Jantonon grunted noncommittally.
“Well, anyhow . . .” Ruben said, pulling Entin along, “don’t mind them none. It’s like I said, ya gotta start somewhere. We’re all newbs till we ain’t. Shoot, we’re still newbs!”





Chapter
Five
T hey continued through the dungeon. Every room was different, pieced together in random order. Hallways branched in every direction like a labyrinth to points of interest: conservatory, lavish parlor, servant quarters filled with old beds, and some kind of prison.
The further they explored, the more challenging the monsters became: skeletons with red bones and shivs for arms, ceiling beetles that dropped like spikes, and plants that twisted around their legs and shot spines with jagged edges.
Every room led to a new adventure, a new challenge, an enemy that required teamwork to overcome.
And . . . there was something else, something that loomed in the darkness, a sound when nothing was there. Did the others feel it, too?
After a time, they stopped in a weathered kitchen to recharge Stamina and Resource. Orbs of fire hovered at the ceiling near polished metal plates, staring astonished black eyes down at them.
Dull counters lined cracked walls. Vines wrapped around cabinets filled with dust and dirt. Rusty chains were strung across a bloodstained table with old bones that seemed happy to stay inanimate.
Jantonon drove his polearm down against the bones, and the table shattered. Plumes of dust filled the air, and everyone coughed.
“They weren’t movin’!” Ruben said, fanning the air. “Ya don’t gotta bash everythin’, y’know?”
Jantonon grunted, then swung his polearm back up to rest on his shoulder.
“Entin,” Lourne called, “how’s your inventory looking?” He applied a salve to a pink damage mark that had turned red to indicate bleed damage. Little -20s and -30s dripped from the cut every few seconds, lingering on the floor.
Entin summoned his inventory full of mismatched junk. “We have fourteen open slots, so about half full. Seven scyl and twenty-one chyps.”
It was more money in one day than he had ever seen. When split four ways, his take was nearly 2 scyl! Bailey couldn’t stay mad at him once she saw the payout. Never again would he fight over a handful of chyps for a dented market Run.
“Not bad!” Lourne said. “Not bad at all. But we ought to start heading back. Longer we stay, the more risk we lose everything. It’s a good pull for the day.”
“Yes,” Jantonon replied in a deep baritone voice.
“The man speaketh,” Ruben said. “Got anythin’ else to add? Hmm hmm?”
Jantonon shrugged and opened his game screen that glowed orange.
“Well,” Ruben said, snapping his fingers, “we also got junk! Who knows how much that’ll go for. Got any rotten hides in there?”
Entin shook his head. He tapped the eye icon to make his inventory visible to everyone else, rotated it, and anchored the window so it wouldn’t follow him.
“Three gobs of earwax?” Ruben laughed. “Oh, en a livin’ slug. Didn’t know ya could store somethin’ livin’. Kinda cool, that. Monster cores, too. Those’ll fetch some coin. Government’s been buyin’ them for some reason.”
Something gleamed on the far wall of the kitchen. Entin stood and walked closer. It was a green bead embedded in the stone. It shimmered, and when he touched it, it dissolved away into a stream of pixels.
The others were laughing about something but abruptly stopped the moment the stones that made up the wall pulled back like fabric, tearing and warping to reveal a hidden room lit in blue light.
“Oh-ho!” Ruben yelled, jumping to his feet. “Entin found a treasure room. I knew you were lucky!”
Lourne sighed. “I’m the one who hired him.”
“But he’s my protégé.”
“Since when?”
“Since I called it.”
“Good, then you can pay him.”
“Woah woah woah!”
“Quiet,” Jantonon said, his single word cutting straight through the argument. He pointed his polearm toward the treasure room, and everyone hurried over.
Water flowed down from the left and right sides of the room like waterfalls with space behind them. The water escaped through narrow gaps in the stone floor, making very little noise. Behind the streams of water on both sides were a dozen or so blue fireflies fluttering in random patterns.
The far wall had a painting of a naked woman kneeling. She took up the whole wall with her arms spread to the side walls to envelope the entire room, stretched and warped with pigments of teals and browns.
At the very center of everything, mounted on a stack of stones—carved with arcane, glowing symbols—was a perfectly circular basin.
Water trickled over the rim and down the stonework. A ripple spread across the surface from the center, and when the ripple reached the edge, a new one pulsed.
Entin touched the bowl, and the ripples stopped. Streams of silver swirled into the water and formed words.
Lourne stepped close and read aloud, “Cursed are my hands that are not equal. Cursed are these thieves in minute’s sequel.” He scratched his head. “Bah, I hate riddles.”
A dull and distant clicking reverberated within the walls. The entrance zipped shut, and the room started to rumble. The floor stones at the corners shifted and fell, splashing into something below, followed by a chorus of hisses.
Minute’s sequel, Entin thought. “We have two minutes to figure out the riddle!”
The others jumped into action, pushing on random stones. Ruben slapped the woman’s breast, then grinned. “Ya never know, right?”
Entin didn’t move. He stood at the center, running the words through his mind. Cursed are my hands that are not equal. . . .
The woman’s hands took up all the space on the left and right walls.
They aren’t equal?
One is bigger than the other?
The blue lights danced about, seemingly unaware of the shaking room. More stones gave way, and something down below—something black and hairy—moved with yellow eyes, dozens of yellow eyes.
Jantonon rammed his polearm against the wall where the door had been. The stone chipped but remained very much solid.
Another stone slid loose, and the creature below skittered up the wall. It was a spider-like monster as big as a child. Yellow eyes covered its body and twisted around its many limbs.
Hands not equal. . . .
It was getting hard to think with all the cogging commotion. If only they had a moment of silence!
Entin looked to the left and right walls, searching for differences in the painted hands. He counted the fingers and evaluated the curves and angles. They were identical, as far as he could tell.
The black creature wasn’t alone. More of them spilled into the room. One jumped—a blur of a shadow—toward Lourne.
He batted it out of the air, and it crashed through the stream of water, scaring the little blue lights that shot toward the far end of their enclosure.
Thirteen, Entin counted. Thirteen blue lights on the left and . . . eleven! on the right. That’s it!
He triggered Dash to the left side and snatched a fluttering blue light. It burned in his hand with dozens of tiny orange damage numbers streaming -1s as if they were fire. He sprinted to the other side and released it.
The floor stopped rumbling. A doorway opened, stone sliding up where the woman had knelt, her image now gone.
The doorway led to a new room, and sitting at the far end on a pedestal glowed a golden chest with a blue triangle at its front.
Lourne ran into the room. “I’ll get it! You guys hold—” The door slammed shut, cutting off his voice.
More of the black creatures pushed out of their holes with enthusiastic energy; there were adventurers to kill.
Entin toggled Roll just as one of them pounced toward him. His arm slid across the creature’s underbelly, its hair thick and coarse, its yellow eyes watching.
Jantonon smashed one into the floor, spraying black and yellow pixels across the room. He then activated something that made his weapon glow, spin, and strike two additional monsters. They, too, exploded into a mixture of pixels that faded along with the -276 and -312 damage numbers.
No loot dropped from these mobs. Of course, they were summoned. They wouldn’t stop coming until the challenge was completed.
By the sound of all the hissing that echoed out from the dark space below, this little party of adventurers needed to hurry.
Ruben danced between the spider-like creatures, launching arrow after arrow at near point-blank range. As each creature died, the arrows flashed and reappeared in his quiver.
Three of the disgusting monsters surrounded Jantonon. He kicked one, then lost his footing and crashed to his back.
The monsters squirmed on top of him, biting as they went, undeterred by his attacks, leaving frenzied pink marks and a mixture of red and yellow damage numbers.
Poison. . . .
It just kept getting worse! Entin had to help, somehow. He took a step toward Jantonon.
“Stay back!” Ruben yelled. “Ya much more important than he is right now.”
Jantonon’s polearm clanged to the floor, and his body fractured, shifting to pieces of light that shot through the stone ceiling. His bag materialized with the rest of his gear.
The treasure room’s door of stone reopened, forming a rectangular hole. Not more than a few feet into the room hovered a fat bag that rotated slowly: Lourne’s items.
Their party leader had died, and so had Jantonon. It was only a matter of seconds before Entin joined them.





Chapter
Six
E ntin stood amid the chaos. His heart pounded in his ears. Spider-monsters hissed. And Ruben’s bowstring snapped rhythmically, launching arrows.
The man took out three of the monsters blocking the door. “Get his stuff, man!”
When his arrows ran out—waiting for them to return—he used the ends of his bow to swipe at the never-ending swarm.
Entin crossed through the doorway and immediately tapped Lourne’s bag. All of the man’s gear was there, and with a swipe of two fingers, the items shifted into Entin’s inventory.
The door slammed shut behind him. He spun and smacked a hand against the cold wall.
Stone scraped against stone to either side of him. Holes. The sound of a whoosh was all the warning he had. Three arrows shot from the left side, then three more from the right.
He triggered Slide.
His body shot down toward the ground, and his back arched. Two slits of damage marks cut across the skin at his ribs, stinging faintly and dropping his health to 873/1,000.
He stood, and the ground shook.
No . . . not the ground. It was the tile his foot pressed against. It sunk into the floor and clicked.
A thick blade sliced down from the ceiling.
He spun to the side, narrowly missing it. Then, seeing two slits in the ceiling, stepped back to his original position just as another blade sliced the air.
More grinding stone sounded from across the room. Without looking, he Dashed, paying 10 Stamina.
Arrows shot through the room diagonally this time. One took him in the arm and stung like a sharp pinch. -212 in red slid up toward the ceiling and faded.
Cogging traps!
He slammed his hand against the treasure chest, and the room fell still. The traps clicked and receded, then an inventory screen appeared.
¤ Prime Treasure Chest [Exquisite]
» 1× Emerald Gempiece
» 1× Swift Light [Unique Dagger · Rank 3]
» 18 scyl
18 scyl! That was more than he could make in a month, let alone a single day. Even after splitting it with the others, his portion would surely help the orphanage a lot, maybe get them some clothes or games or books! Ohto would love that.
The door slid open.
Ruben’s bag hovered amid a room teeming with black and yellow monsters. They hissed and tapped their many limbs on the stone floor. A dozen of them shot into the room, yellow eyes darting in a frantic need to find more prey.
Entin took a step back.
His breath caught in his throat.
With a quick swipe of two fingers, he pulled the treasure chest items into his inventory, then summoned the weapon.
The weight of a dagger solidified in his hand, replacing four of his Utility skills with unknown level-1 dagger skills.
A monster flung itself at him.
He pressed his index finger into the dagger’s hilt until a button clicked, summoning a help dialog for the skill Slash.
A crosshair appeared, and he triggered the skill, unable to read the screen. 10 Resource drained from his 100, and the blade shot . . . to the side!
His feet twisted around each other, and he fell to the ground, narrowly dodging the monster.
What was he thinking! He’d never used a weapon before, and there were so many monsters. Fighting was not the answer.
He shoved the blade into a sheath that had materialized at his side and triggered the second variant of Dash.
Shadows pulled him into the End Plane. A forward thrust of motion sent him twenty feet instead of the normal ten for twice the Stamina cost.
The world snapped back just beyond the doorway and next to a polearm and floating bag. He tapped it and swiped the items into his inventory, then triggered Roll to close the distance to the last bag.
With another tap and swipe, he moved to leave—hisses coming from behind—but a Flash message materialized, playing an error sound.
¤ Error [Inventory]
» Your inventory is full.
Cogs! He materialized Ruben’s items and wrapped an arm around the leather armor and a bow. His skills automatically shifted, prioritizing the bow’s default skills and leaving him with only Dash and Sprint.
The wall was still solid, but at the center sat a single green bead that hadn’t been there before.
He slammed his hand against it, and the wall unknit itself, stone-by-stone, twisting back like a torn wrapper.
One of the monsters snapped its fangs around his ankle. Prickles of pain shot up his leg. After the initial red damage number, a stream of yellow -7s and -9s leaked from the wound, popping and sizzling.
Entin kicked and kicked until the cogging thing fell away. Everything looked different, twisting and elongating just enough to be disorienting.
His health was depleting quickly.
He didn’t have any armor like the others did!
561/1,000 . . . 552 . . . 544.
He triggered Sprint and ran.
Maybe it was an item he picked up—or maybe it was the army of pursuing monsters—but there was a noticeable speed improvement.
The monsters gave chase, jumping through the old kitchen and knocking cabinets off the walls. It was a storm of hissing, moving as if it were a single entity with a single focus to rend the life from him.
He raced around the corner, sliding and hitting the opposing wall. All he had to do was retrace his path back to the start of the dungeon.
This hallway connected to the small jail.
Or was it the conservatory first?
He summoned his map, and a white dotted line revealed the path he had taken with the party. He selected the exit portal as his goal, and the shortest path appeared as a solid white line.
Something slammed against his back.
He looked to find a face full of fangs biting down on his shoulder, plummeting his life to 414/1,000.
The poison damage doubled!
He screamed and tore the creature from his back, dropping Ruben’s bow in the process. There was no time to grab it.
The hallway behind was full of the black spider monsters and their hundreds of wild, yellow, and hungry—very hungry—eyes.
Entin sprinted through hallways and their disjointed rooms, a lone adventurer way beyond his depth. The slapping of his feet echoed against the stone walls, followed by hisses.
The rooms blurred, one after the other. At the last corner, he charged into the ballroom with stained glass windows now tinged yellow from poison damage.
He jumped over a fallen table and smashed through a chair, stumbling and losing his grip on Ruben’s armor.
The black creatures thrust themselves high and far, landing on ancient furniture and scattering bones. One crashed through a chair, sending rotten splinters of wood across the marble floor.
He sprinted toward the stairs, took the first step, then the Exhaustion debuff slammed through him.
His foot, failing to lift but an inch higher, kicked the stair and sent him sprawling against the sharp stone edges.
Every fiber of his being demanded that he stop and take a calming breath despite the wave of darkness descending.
Ugh! He was so dented not to watch his Stamina. But he still had a water vial. With the motion of two fingers sliding to the left, he summoned his inventory directly.
Before he could select the consumables category, a black and yellow blur arced from above. He reflexively triggered Roll, though obviously, nothing happened.
No Stamina. No abilities.
Cogs and sprockets!
The monster landed on his chest and sunk fangs through his shirt.
No! He was so close!
He pushed a hand against the warm, hairy body, arm shaking, his strength sapped.
He still had the dagger!
With his other hand, he pulled it free and, without activating a skill, shoved the blade into the creature’s underbelly, over and over, until it shrieked and dispersed as pixels.
Little rainbow cubes of light slipped into his dagger: +72 XP.
Entin willed his body to stand, to run, to ascend the stairs. A Flash message revealed his health had depleted to 112/1,000, and poison was still eating through him.
He was going to die. . . .
But not until he made it out of the dungeon!
His lungs burned like the poison had consumed them. He panted and pushed legs that shook with each step. The hisses motivated him to keep going, keep running!
Entin made it to the storage room and pointed two fingers at the wall marking the portal.
He rotated his wrist, summoning an Information Box, then slammed his finger on the Accept button without bothering to read the message.
The wall peeled itself back and filled with a glorious teal light of crashing waves.
He dove through the cold water and hit dirt, lit in brilliant sunlight. He rolled to his back, gasping for air. The poison had . . . stopped, leaving his health blinking red at 44/1,000.
“And that, Ruben,” Lourne said, “proves I’m a dungeoneering savant!” The trio of men stood over Entin, grinning and wearing nothing but their underwear.





Chapter
Seven
E ntin stood near one of the many bridges that divided up the market, back to wearing actual clothes again.
People filled the many booths shaded from the afternoon sun by long stretches of colorful canvas. They haggled over the rising food prices while beggars asked for work, having no skills that actually applied to this world.
Someone was sharing their yellow game screen of Speaker Le’Rune—their leader—giving her weekly address, talking about progress and change. She had pale skin, auburn hair with silver strands, and constantly smiled despite all the many problems.
But Entin had something else on his mind.
He rubbed the emerald gempiece with his thumb and swallowed dryly. It wasn’t worth a lot, not compared to food. Gempieces could be combined to make a gemstone, which a jeweler could turn into a Sacrestone for magic skills.
In this case, it served the purpose of a gift. The value wasn’t a monetary one. It was proof that he had ventured out into the great unknown and succeeded against all the odds.
Eizel was in her normal spot, surrounded by her legion of friends. They were laughing and chatting and showing off their latest styles.
He wanted to approach her when she was alone, but she was never alone. She was Sirius, the brightest star from Earth, a point of light that could always be found in the night sky despite the countless others vying for attention.
Entin stepped off the bridge and walked, feeling sweat cool on the sides of his face. His heart raced, drumming as if he had gained the Exhaustion debuff.
But it wasn’t the game screaming for him to stop. It was his own insecurity.
That was a weakness he’d cut away. He was now a dungeon Runner. He braved the Wilds and fought monsters in the dark below.
And yet . . . the butterflies in his stomach made him want to retch behind a bush. . . .
He stopped behind the outer layer of girls. There had to be two dozen of them with cute outfits that matched from their tops down to their shoes. They even matched their game screen colors.
Eizel wore a white top with red tracing the edges of her collar and short sleeves. A matching thin ribbon wrapped her neck, trailing little black beads at the front. Something sparkled in her brunette hair.
These girls really put a lot of effort into their appearance. For him, food was the priority. That and helping the orphanage.
How different would life be if he had any semblance of wealth? Would he be at the local tailor demanding adjustments to his suit?
Yes, silver trim on the lapels. And take a quarter inch off the width. I want to look slim!
Cogs, such a life seemed dull and incomparable to the mysteries of dungeons.
But riches might be in his future. He had earned 5 scyl in just a few hours. Would wealth change him, make him self-absorbed and pompous?
Eizel wasn’t like that.
She was perfect.
Entin cleared his throat. That was the polite thing to do, right? A girl gave him a sidelong glance, then flicked her head, letting her hair swoosh like a broom attempting to clean dirt from the floor.
He wasn’t about to give up. Girls hated timid guys. They wanted someone with confidence, someone they could lean on and . . . be protected by?
Something like that.
How would he know? He wasn’t a girl.
Maybe he should have asked Bailey. She’d be sleeping on a vendor’s pillows somewhere. It was silly as it had only been a day, but he missed that.
Was she still mad at him?
Focus. . . .
Entin sucked in a breath to quiet the thudding in his ears. He gently nudged the broom-sweeping girl to the side by her shoulder and pushed through the layers, ignoring the odd glances. When he broke through to the inner circle, he gave Eizel his utmost charming smile.
He opened his mouth and said, “Hello.”
That was step one—what was step two?
Eizel scrunched her forehead with an uncertain smile. “Hi. . .?”
And . . . his mind went blank.
The other girls had gone quiet. Some watched with big eyes and timid smiles, and some attempted to mirror Eizel’s bemused look. All of them staring.
He cleared his throat again, more as a way to give his slug of a brain time to catch up than anything else. “I . . . wanted to see if you’d like to go out sometime?”
Relief. A flood of relief burst through him for the simple act of getting the words out. Why was this so cogging hard?
Eizel laughed a too-high pitch of a sound and crinkled her nose. “With you?” she said as if a mutt covered in mud had asked her for a hug.
Ridiculous. Dogs don’t talk.
But, of course, her reaction was only because she didn’t know him yet. She saw the guy he was before, the poor market Runner, not the adventurer.
“I got something for you,” he said and held up the emerald gempiece.
This got her attention. All the girls perked up to see, their eyes glued to the stone that caught the sunlight and refracted with green sparkles.
“I got it in my last dungeon,” he said with more confidence.
Eizel’s eyebrows rose, and she smiled. This time, it was a genuine smile, like she was seeing him for the first time. She reached out delicate fingers, nails painted ruby red.
Something hit his hand.
The stone . . . was gone.
“Hey!” Entin yelled, twisting around. The bobbing blonde hair of Bailey Dashed out from the girls, trailing wisps of shadows. She turned her head, laughed, and kept running.
What the hell was she doing!
Entin triggered Dash and streamed through the tight cropping of girls. They cried out in surprise, holding their skirts down. “Bailey! Wait!”
She vanished around a bend for three seconds before he made it to the corner. The alleyway was full of Lumarians servants and people passing each other. Her bobbing blonde hair bounced through the crowd.
Entin didn’t stop.
He triggered Sprint, then jumped and used Wall Kick to pass a group of young boys holding a ball of hay, their eyes wide as he soared over them.
Bailey was only a dozen paces ahead now. She turned down a path and another before choosing a short alleyway, one that was definitely a dead end.
Ha! He followed, and as soon as his Dash’s cooldown had reset, he Dashed again, right up behind her.
She spun and smacked her back against the stone wall. A red -27 lifted above her and dissolved into the air.
“Give it to me,” he said.
She held the gempiece high over her head.
Entin grabbed for it, his body against hers. She panted a hot breath on his neck, and the sweet fragrance of a red flower filled his nose.
“I’ll give it to ya,” she said, her smile fading. “But ya can’t give it to her.”
Entin let out a breath and stepped back.
“Ya just can’t, Entin. She don’t care about’cha or anyone. She’ll use ya. Sell the dented thing. Or . . . if yer so determined to give it to someone, give it to someone who already likes ya.”
“Someone who likes me?” he asked, befuddled. “Like who?”
“Me! Ya slow cog,” she said, the words seemingly escaping by accident by how she tensed. But then, as if desperate to fill the stunned silence, she grabbed him and pressed her lips to his.





Chapter
Eight
E ntin leaned back against an old tree out beyond the safety of the city’s walls. There was an energy out here in the Wilds that didn’t exist anywhere else. It was freedom and the lack of fear—Bailey wouldn’t find him here.
Everything changed in that spark of a moment their lips touched. She was his best friend, confidante, sharer of pain and sorrow. They had been through so much together. Perhaps that was why he avoided thinking of her in that way.
But . . . now?
He sighed. Now there was a new set of swirling butterflies in his chest. Things just got complicated and awkward. And he was without the one person he would have—by default—turned to for advice.
Then there was Eizel.
All of her perfection seemed to melt away, replaced by something else. Maybe it was the realization that she had the wealth and influence to help others and chose to do nothing. Or maybe it was the fact that she treated him like scum until he had something she wanted.
It spoke volumes that he felt more comfortable here than sharing the space of an entire city with either of them.
A few days ago, the Wilds were an arcane place, a dangerous place. However, being in that dungeon changed him.
Dungeons were all about large risks for large rewards. But the Wilds? Death wasn’t such a terrible thing. It was a cycle in the pursuit of progression, not something to fear.
He watched the blue flags dance in the wind above the City of Creannan, his home away from home: beautiful, grand, and everything one would expect from a fantasy city.
Somehow, it had only been a few weeks since they digitized. It felt like ages ago, another life, one full of ambitions and limitations . . . and starving, pain, death.
This world was different.
In their timeless immortality, possibilities were endless. He didn’t need to follow society’s expectations, didn’t need to be a market Runner or some employee doing mundane work. He could forge his own path.
Lourne and the others didn’t want a Runner while they adventured in the Wilds. They had progressed in the dungeon as far as they were willing to go and now waited for it to reset.
Much to Entin’s relief, Ruben wasn’t upset about his items. “That stuff?” he had said. “Y’know, boss don’t let me get the good stuff. It’s no bother, man. Gotta keep movin’ forward, ya hear me?”
The treasure items went to Entin, and they split the coins. Lourne thought it only fair, given how they all died. Without their lucky Runner, none of them would have earned scrap.
Though in exchange, they took the random loot drops and monster cores, saying they would go far in replacing Ruben’s gear.
Entin reached out with two fingers until they touched that invisible sheet of cold glass, then slid them to the left, trailing a line of blue pixels. His game screen materialized from transparent shapes.
He didn’t carry much, just a vial of water, his clothes, and a dagger. With a force press on the dagger, it slipped from his screen and turned into a shimmering outline.
Entin took it, and the dagger fully materialized into light-blue steel accented in gold. With a twist of his wrist, he summoned the dagger’s Information Box.
¤ Swift Light [Unique Dagger · Rank 3]
» Damage: 88-121 Physical
» Durability: 189/190/190
» Perk: Speed I [Increase Speed Attribute by 1]
It was the perfect weapon for a Runner. Not a Runner in the traditional sense. No, a dungeon Runner. And the dungeon was calling for him to return, promising mystery, adventure, and—best of all—loot.
He held the dagger out. His gray eyes reflected in the steel, revealing a piece of himself he thought had long died and withered away with the real world. It revealed a renewed excitement and a fiery sense of determination.
So it went without saying . . .
This dungeon’s call? He’d gladly accept.
THE END OF
Part One





Attributes Guide
DOCUMENTATION
You are reading the Character Attributes guide. In Eternal Fantasy Online, you have complete freedom in how you build your character. There are no classes, allowing you to define the play style you’re most interested in.
¤ Message Log
   ARNOLD   


  Why am I updating the game’s docs? I’m a cogging developer!  


  People are dying, and you want me to waste my time making sure these guides are correct?  


  Get Gabe and John to do this junk.  


All players, NPCs, and living entities have stats. All races have different default stats that—
¤ Message Log
   JOHN   


  Different playable races didn’t make it into the main build of the game. I’m removing the next section of documentation as it does not apply anymore.  


   GABE   





  That sucks  





  I wanted to be an Orc  





   JOHN   


  An Orc?  


   GABE   





  Yeah  





  They are big green powerful warriors. That would have been fun, but NuReality doesn’t know what fun is.  





   JOHN   


  I know what an Orc is. . . .  


  Gabe, this isn’t a game. If you were just playing a character, I would understand. Do you honestly want to be stuck in the body of an Orc forever?  


   GABE   





  Huh, I didn’t think about that  





  They should give us the ability to have multiple characters. Then we can just change whenever we want.  





   JOHN   


  Given the state of things, I don’t think their focus is on adding new features.  


   GABE   





  Yeah, that makes sense  





  But it still sucks  





  That’s all I’m saying  





You can earn up to a maximum of 10 attribute points from your first 10 levels in any category: Weapon, Utility, Magic, or Profession. Attribute points are used to improve elements of your character.
Each attribute can receive a total of 5 points before it becomes maxed out. You have the choice to max out two attributes or spread the points more evenly.
Gear may allow you to exceed the 5-point attribute limit. However, points above 5 have a reduced value matching the first point in an attribute. Please see the attributes below for an example of how subsequent point investment improves the per-point value.
Attribute points can be reset for a System fee of 5 scyl. Resetting attribute points takes 1 hour before the point is available to be used elsewhere.
Below, you’ll find a list of attributes you can invest in.
¤ Health
» Current/Max
» Default: 1,000
» Attribute Points: +100, 200, 200, 200, 300
» Total Health: 1,100, 1,300, 1,500, 1,700, 2,000
» Recovery: 1% of Max per minute
¤ Strength
» Default: 0 (Average)
» Attribute Points: +10, 20, 20, 20, 30
» Total Strength: 10, 30, 50, 70, 100
» Each point increases relative strength by 1%.
» Every 5 points increase melee damage by 1%.
¤ Speed
» Default: 0 (Average)
» Attribute Points: +10, 20, 20, 20, 30
» Total Speed: 10, 30, 50, 70, 100
» Each point increases speed by 1%.
» Every 5 points increase critical damage by 2%.
¤ Resource
» Current/Max
» Default: 100
» Attribute Points: +10, 20, 20, 20, 30
» Total Resource: 110, 130, 150, 170, 200
» Recovery: 10% of Max per minute while no Resource skills are active
¤ Stamina
» Current/Current Max/Max
» Default: 100
» Attribute Points: +10, 20, 20, 20, 30
» Total Stamina: 110, 130, 150, 170, 200
» Lose:
» — Current Max: 4% of Max per hour awake
» — Current Max: 1% of expended Stamina
» Recovery:
» — Current: 10% of Max per minute while no Stamina skills are active
» — Current Max: 1% of Max while resting
» — Current Max: 20% of Max while sleeping
¤ Message Log
   GABE   





  Why does Stamina have a Current Max stat?  





   JOHN   


  Dr. Vendin provided insight into sleep cycle behavior. She said the lack of sleep in the new world would result in psychological harm.  


   GABE   





  Dented doctors saying dented things!  





   JOHN   


  I guess you don’t agree?  


   GABE   





  I hate having to sleep  





  And why does it matter if we don’t have bodies anymore?  





  The doctor doesn’t know anything about being permanently digital.  





   JOHN   


  They don’t have time to see what they can get away with. There’s no testing phase. I’d rather people not go insane.  


   GABE   





  I don’t know, that could be fun. . . .  





   JOHN   


  And now you’re imagining a zombie survival world, aren’t you?  


   GABE   





  No comment.  





¤ Familiar Energy
» Current/Max
» Default: 100
» Attribute Points: +10, 20, 20, 20, 30
» Total Familiar Energy: 110, 130, 150, 170, 200
» Recovery: Release summoned entity to regain energy
This concludes the Character Attributes guide. There are other guides you should read to better enjoy your time in Eternal Fantasy Online. Below is a simple index of subjects that players found interesting.
NAVIGATION
Quick Travel
» Dungeon Portal
» Land Gate [Error: Land Gate page does not exist]
» Raid Portal
» Waypoint
Economy
» Currency
» Contracts
» Market
» Taxes
Character
» Death
» Experience
» Food & Drink
» Living System
» Temperature
How helpful was this page?
[Smile / Frown / Cry / Rage]
NuReality appreciates your feedback.





Movement Utility Skills Guide
DOCUMENTATION
You are reading the Movement Utility Skills guide. In Eternal Fantasy Online, there are four categories of skills: Weapon, Magic, Utility, and Profession. Mix and match these skills to customize your play style.
Unlike the other skill types that use Resource, Utility skills use Stamina. Movement skills provide maneuverability to dodge, improve positioning in combat, or overcome obstacles in your path.
Players may have a total of six skills available at any one time. It is customary to assign four slots to Weapon or Magic skills and two slots to Utility skills. With that said, there are no rules that govern skill assignment.
Each Utility skill has three different possible effects: standard, variant one, and variant two. Such options provide flexibility in how a skill is used in the moment.
Blueprint mods can further adjust the effect—or replace the effect—of a skill or a skill’s variant. Such changes are beyond the scope of this guide. Please refer to the Skill Blueprints guide for more information.
A summary of available Movement Utility skills is provided below. In case you want the full details of each skill, continue reading after the summary.
SUMMARY
¤ Handspring (5 Stamina)
» Variant 1: End facing opposite direction
» Variant 2: Double the distance (+5 Stamina)
¤ Dash (10 Stamina)
» Variant 1: End facing opposite direction
» Variant 2: Double the distance (+10 Stamina)
¤ Roll (5 Stamina)
» Variant 1: Prevent fall damage (+2 Stamina)
» Variant 2: End facing opposite direction
¤ Slide (5 Stamina)
» Variant 1: Slide down a slope (+5 Stamina)
» Variant 2: Stop sliding
¤ Sprint (10 Stamina)
» Variant 1: Wall run (-5 Stamina)
» Variant 2: Pause/Resume Sprint
¤ Wall Kick (5 Stamina)
» Variant 1: Consecutive Wall Kicks (+5 Stamina)
» Variant 2: Double damage, +3 feet (+5 Stamina)
¤ Message Log
   GABE   





  Oh . . . yay  





  Utility skills are “so” cool. I can give up the ability to launch literal fireballs from my hands to . . . roll.  





   JOHN   


  I wouldn’t discount movement skills.  


   GABE   





  What’s the benefit of wasting a skill on roll?  





  I can already roll. And I don’t need a skill for running, either.  





   JOHN   


  When’s the last time you ran? Or rolled? Or did a handspring?  


   GABE   





  Alright, fine. I admit that I can’t do a handspring. But why would that even be helpful? That’s all I’m saying.  





  Utility skills are not balanced well against what weapon and magic skills offer. If I’m going to use a skill slot on a Utility skill, give me something cool!  





   JOHN   


  Like what?  


   GABE   





  I want to fly!  





  Or run on water  





   JOHN   


  That would be broken. Besides, there are items that grant those abilities.  


   GABE   





  Really?  





   JOHN   


  Unless they get removed.  


   GABE   





  Of course they’d get removed! Anything remotely cool gets removed!  





UTILITY SKILLS
¤ Dash [Lvl. 1]
» Stamina: 10
» Distance: 10 Feet
» Untargetable: 1 Seconds
» Cooldown: 18.5 Seconds
·
» Partially shift out of reality and move 10 feet [9 + Skill Level] in the intended direction. Gain the Untargetable trait for 1 second. Cooldown lasts 18.5 seconds [20 - (1.5 × Skill Level)].
·
» To others, a player who Dashes slips from one location to the other in a blur, pulling along tendrils of shadow from the End Plane.
·
» Untargetable: Dodge all effects.
·
» Skill Variant 1: End the Dash facing the opposite direction.
·
» Skill Variant 2: (+10 Stamina Cost) Dash twice the distance without having to wait for the cooldown.
¤ Handspring [Lvl. 1]
» Stamina: 5
» Distance: 6 Feet
» Cooldown: 18.5 Seconds
·
» Immediately perform a handspring, moving 6 feet in the chosen direction. Cooldown lasts 18.5 seconds [20 - (1.5 × Skill Level)].
·
» Skill Variant 1: End the handspring facing the opposite direction.
·
» Skill Variant 2: (+5 Stamina Cost) Perform a double handspring instead, doubling the distance.
¤ Roll [Lvl. 1]
» Stamina: 5
» Cooldown: 18.5 Seconds
·
» Roll in any direction, including backward. Used to avoid attacks and get out of range of negative effects. Cooldown lasts 18.5 seconds [20 - (1.5 × Skill Level)].
·
» Skill Variant 1: (+2 Stamina Cost) Perform a Roll to absorb fall damage.
·
» Skill Variant 2: End the Roll facing the opposite direction.
¤ Slide [Lvl. 1]
» Stamina: 5
» Speed: +7%
» Cooldown: 18.5 Seconds
·
» Immediately drop and slide in the faced direction whether or not the player is moving. Existing speed before Slide affects total distance. Cooldown lasts 18.5 seconds [20 - (1.5 × Skill Level)].
·
» Skill Variant 1: (+5 Stamina Cost) Slide down a slope until the angle levels out. Move at +7% relative speed [Skill Level × 7] as long as the slope is at a 30-degree decline.
·
» Skill Variant 2: Instead of performing a Slide, immediately stop sliding. This variant does not have a cooldown time.
¤ Sprint [Lvl. 1]
» Stamina: 10
» Speed: +10%
» Duration: 5 Minutes
·
» Increase base run speed by 10%
[10 × Skill Level] for 5 minutes [4 + Skill Level]. This skill does not have a cooldown. Subsequent triggering of this skill will add 5 minutes [4 + Skill Level] to the duration.
·
» Skill Variant 1: (-5 Stamina Cost) Wall run for 12 feet [10 + (2 × Skill Level)]. This variant requires Sprint to already be active and the player to be running.
·
» Skill Variant 2: (Free) Pause and resume the Sprint skill as needed until the duration runs out.
¤ Wall Kick [Lvl. 1]
» Stamina: 5
» Damage: 35
» Distance: 5 Feet
» Cooldown: 18.5 Seconds
·
» Use while airborne to quickly shift direction. Useful in avoiding traps or negative area effects. Can deal 35 damage [Skill Level × (35 + 1/2 Strength)]. Cooldown lasts 18.5 seconds [20 - (1.5 × Skill Level)].
·
» Skill Variant 1: (+5 Stamina Cost) Consecutive kicks, used to climb vertical spaces as long as two walls are close enough and less than 1.5 seconds have elapsed.
·
» Skill Variant 2: (+5 Stamina Cost) Perform a powerful kick that deals double damage and increases the distance traveled by up to 3 feet.
This concludes the Movement Utility Skills guide. There are other guides you should read to better enjoy your time in Eternal Fantasy Online. Below is a simple index of subjects that players found interesting.
NAVIGATION
Skill System
» Skill Trees
» Weapon Skills
» Magic Skills
» Skill States
» Skill Assignment
» Skill Blueprints
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Chapter
Nine
Earlier that day. . . .
E izel Oqerton, darling princess of the highly esteemed Oqerton family of entrepreneurs, woke to the irksome and jarring sound of her alarm clock.
She mindlessly turned over on her ridiculously uncomfortable bed and slammed her hand through the infernal thing, entirely intent on ridding the world of its nagging presence.
Her hand triumphantly won, which should have ended the whole affair.
But . . . it didn’t.
The noise continued to ricochet in her brain, notably not coming from some device on her nightstand but from within her head.
She sighed, realizing for the centillionth time that she was no longer in the real world. No, this was their digital reality, a reality built from some game retrofitted to serve them for all eternity.
Now, cursed alarm clocks weren’t fragile devices to be thrown across the room. They didn’t break into tiny irreparable pieces that Dossen cleaned up after making her bed and tidying up her rooms.
That reality didn’t exist anymore. . . .
Those muddled morning thoughts wriggled into a wretched recollection. It hit her the same way every- single- day. In this new, better reality, she didn’t have a . . . family . . . or servants or all the many businesses they’d sweat for, bled for.
And no one else knew.
No one else could know.
Government promises ran on contracts, contracts that were developed into this reality before its creation. If all parties were not present to fulfill the terms, they would be forfeited.
Nothing would stop the seizure of this manor and all of the valuable items she couldn’t sell without revealing the truth.
The truth. . . .
The truth that she was just as poor as those market Runners, just as lost as all the other orphans: no parents to claim her and barely two months before her eighteenth birthday.
She was doing everything she could to hold down the fort: forged names, wrote letters on her parents’ behalf, voted in the last government session, and lied and lied and lied. It was hard remembering what was a lie and what wasn’t.
But it was only until her parents came back. It was so they had something to come back to because they were not dead. They were out there, somewhere. And she would claw and scrape her way—
Something groaned!
Something other than her perpetually empty stomach. It was loud and close, which forced her thoughts to wonder what she, moments ago, had triumphantly smashed?
She opened her eyes to find she had passed out—again—on the hardwood floor, working to the full extent of her already low Stamina.
Hundreds of clothing pattern sheets were sprawled everywhere or crumpled into balls, failing to live up to her scrutiny. One such sheet was stuck to her cheek.
The groaning came from the ancient-looking bookcase next to her, stacked with a hundred thick leather tomes of her father’s backups: every picture, every transaction, every journal entry from a long line of Oqertons. It was but one bookcase of many.
The thing she destroyed—regrettably—was its frontmost leg. She had shattered the wood like a barbarian. And now, in proper revenge fashion, it teetered forward, tomes sliding out and slapping the floor.
She let out a frightened gasp, kicked and pushed at the floor covered in sheets, and slid as if on ice. Then, with a clamorous bang! it slammed its full weight down on top of her.





Chapter
Ten
P erhaps there were a few niceties that accompanied digital immortality. Specifically, the immortality part.
Eizel had never died before, at least not in this reality. Had this been the real world, she would have been well on her way to meet the glorious Maker and be weighed and measured, not that her tarnished soul was ready for that. . . .
Instead—with an anxious pit in her stomach and the chill of ice through her veins—the world lost its color, and she shattered like glass.
Her fragments of pixels shot straight through the bookshelf, the ornate ceiling of carved angels, the shingled rooftops of Oqertons’ manor, and into the open morning sky.
It was breathtaking!
Monotone, yes, but still beautiful in its myriad of grays from light to dark. The whole Land fell away to hundreds of others as she soared higher and higher toward the Celestial Plane of stars.
There . . . voices spoke from all around. Quiet, murmuring voices. None of the words were intelligible, but they seemed kind and somehow familiar. . .?
Mother?
Fa-father?
She couldn’t speak, but a sense of warmth poured into her, assuring her that everything would be okay. She would be okay.
It was love and acceptance. It was encouragement. It was the unconditioned embrace of a proud parent.
A map materialized. It revealed the City of Creannan. Since she had not discovered any other possible respawn points, the option was assumed.
But she didn’t want to respawn yet! Let her exist in this warmth, this sense of being loved.
Please don’t send me back to be alone.
She was so tired of pretending to be okay, holding on to the cooling embers of hope.
The embracing warmth started to slip away. The sound of a thousand people inhaling pressed in from all sides, and the Lands blurred.
    
Eizel woke beneath a willow tree.
Its branches hung around her like an umbrella, long sweeping arms to protect her. Wind chimes played a soft and peaceful bell-like song, one that inspired a sense of reverence.
It all looked rather blurry, to be honest. She sniffled and rubbed her eyes. “Tears don’t solve problems,” she quoted her father, picturing his friendly—if not mock disapproving—face.
She pushed herself up, finding that she was lying on a stone slab in an alcove. An archway on one side connected to a path where other alcoves could be seen.
This is the cemetery?
She had never been to the cemetery before.
Water gurgled through a raised trench. Flowers grew everywhere. If only food grew everywhere, the people wouldn’t be protesting night and day. Leave it up to the government to botch this digital experiment of theirs.
But food wouldn’t bring back her family.
She slapped her cheeks. Enough. This wasn’t the place to dwell on her sorrows, and it most certainly wasn’t the time. If anything, dying saved her a few minutes traveling to this side of the city where errands were in need of being run.
She swung her legs over the edge of her stone slab and caught the glimmer of something overhead.
A . . . flying fish?
A whole school of them! They were tiny, like a betta fish, with bright and beautiful fins of different lengths. They had dark blue and purple scales that shifted to a bright red for the fins, as if they wore flowing dresses.
Inspiration struck.
She summoned her notebook and drew a new skirt, one that fanned out at mid-thigh on one side and swooped low on the other.
It was perfect. The innumerable ideas she had drawn yesterday lacked that special thing that would make someone say, Wow. It was here all along. She just had to die to find it.
The fish glided elegantly through the cascade of hanging green branches, passing through them as if they didn’t exist. Tiny pink flowers bloomed wherever the fish touched.
Footsteps approached, and she jerked, realizing in that terrible moment that she was naked!
Or . . . practically naked, wearing the default brown shorts and shirt that marked society’s laziest members, those who couldn’t even afford clothes despite their starting money.
Eizel shoved herself backward, rolled awkwardly, and crashed to the dirt behind her respawn stone, emitting the tiniest of shrieks.
A dense pain shot through her butt and then vanished. She let out a sigh. That was quick thinking on her part. To be seen like this would not only be beyond embarrassing, it’d ruin her web of lies. She could be nothing less than perfect.
“Cogs! You alright, miss?” asked a young man’s voice from her side.
She whipped around and froze. Heat intensified in her ears. Words got lost in a blank mind that didn’t immediately know what to do in such a situation.
Part of her wanted to scream. Screaming always worked in the old world. But to scream would call more attention to herself, and it wasn’t like this young man had invaded her rooms to sneak a peek of her bathing, though that had happened once.
After a long moment of staring into the young man’s brown eyes—his skin the color of sepia, his black hair short, his face pinched in concern—she nodded quickly in an effort to get him to leave. She then noticed he had extended a hand to her.
When she didn’t accept his help, he said, “Something the matter?”
She shook her head and said the first thing that came to mind. “I’m . . . hiding.” Which was true. It just so happened that the person she was hiding from was the person she had told.
He grimaced, realizing that he was spoiling her efforts. To rectify this, he immediately ducked and threw his back against the respawn stone, then glanced around the side.
Don’t stay! she thought, now crossing her chest with her arms defensively.
It was then that she noticed he wore the same default clothing she did. He was one of the impoverished people, doing nothing to improve their lot in life.
“No one’s coming,” he whispered and turned to her. “Who you hiding from?”
She swallowed, looked away, then back without an answer. What was another lie? And to someone evidently not important. But the lies were growing in a heap, writhing like living tar, sticking to every surface.
“Ah,” he said and smiled. “You’re something of a scavenger like me, right? Don’t want people seeing you in your default clothing lest they think they can take advantage of you. Those more eager to sell, after all, will accept a lower amount.”
“I . . . am,” she said, mentally rolling the word scavenger around. People were exploring the Wilds with nothing for protection?
“That’s just great. The city needs more of us, people willing to explore the Wilds for resources. Where did you die? You find anything valuable?
“Cogs! I’m being rude. Sorry sorry. Sometimes I just get so excited about this stuff. I’m Izaak.”
“I’m Ei . . . me. Aymie? A-and I just started. Died by the lake.”
“Yeah? Get attacked by a Durigot? Those things are horrifying. Their tongues are like thirty feet long—I swear!
“Saw this fisherman get yanked into the lake the other day. What makes it worse is how the monster uses some sort of silencing magic. No one even noticed their friend had been eaten until I told them they should probably move.”
Eizel nodded as if that was exactly how she had died. It was truly a terrifying experience, one she didn’t have to pretend so much to grasp, not with nearly drowning as a kid in the station’s water reserve park.
It was then and there that she had decided swimming was for the pretty fishies, not people smart enough to avoid it. Her father, of course, didn’t accept such sound reasoning and forced her to take swimming classes until she was winning races.
Izaak, not skipping a beat, took the time to reveal all of his best scavenging areas on his map, essentially giving his competition everything while asking for nothing in return. How could he be this foolish? This wasn’t how business ventures succeeded.
But she nodded and smiled and asked the right questions, as would an attentive apprentice. Faking it was something she was getting quite good at.
He helped her to her feet, exchanged contact information—she manually changed her name to Aymie for the exchange—and he left after wishing her good luck.
What a strange person. . . .
The moment he stepped out of sight, she slid her index and middle finger up an invisible sheet of glass, trailing red pixels, and her game screen materialized.
Eizel-mini, her avatar—pale white skin with long loose brunette curls—perfectly dressed in last week’s fashion, smiled and waved. A dialogue balloon above her head said she’d be happy to answer any questions.
The only question Eizel wanted to be answered, however, was a question the simple AI couldn’t help with. That was made evident after asking a thousand variations of, Where are my parents!
She breathed a settling breath. Her Stamina was already down to 28 out of a Current Max of 30, losing 4 points per hour to the artificial need for sleep.
Having not eaten since becoming digital, the icon of a stomach with a red X through it displayed the Depleted debuff, which limited Stamina to a Current Max of 30% of Max.
If everything went well, she could afford one snack today, something to eat slowly, savoring every bite. Maybe she should strip down to her underthings—AKA, default clothing—and try to steal some berries from the Wilds.
Ridiculous.
It wasn’t just a matter of unequipping her clothing. The death penalty lowered the durability of all inventory items by 20%.
She’d have to deposit everything in her Stash and go out into public where everyone would see her for who she really was: a poor orphan.
Oh . . . no. . . . All of her clothes had taken a durability hit from today’s bookshelf incident. She was going to resell those! Now, she’d have to pay for their repair, which would eat into her incredibly small budget.
At least she wasn’t carrying two dozen duplicates of this week’s style. That would have been horrendous. Those clothes had yet to be made, which meant it was time to get on with today’s errands before meeting everyone at noon.
A digital life did have some benefits beyond immortality. Having to never brush her hair or clean her clothes, well . . . not even she could complain about that.
Her brunette hair was curled and tied back to be out of the way while working on new clothing designs last night. She tapped her hairstyle and removed the hair tie, letting her hair fall to her shoulders.
A presentable, if not stylish, pair of tan slacks and a white blouse would do nicely for errands. She made the changes, and the pixels swirled around her, forming into her selection.
With a flick of her hand, the screen broke apart and faded. Life was all about presentation, and she had effectively equipped her mask.
This was the true Eizel, the beautiful, confident, perfect Eizel. And it was time to act the part.





Chapter
Eleven
E izel stepped into Marley’s Fabrics. It wasn’t the most inventive store name, but it was impossible to mistake for any other.
The lovely smell of clean fabric permeated the air, mixed with the scent of flowers, plants, and dirt. The store had music playing in the background made from some type of stringed instrument and a pan flute playing an upbeat song.
An adventurous green vine had climbed up the side of the door. Its large leaves made it quite difficult to close the door completely.
“Eizel!” said Marley, carrying a bolt of white wool. She was a thin pale woman with red and white hair pulled back into a messy ponytail.
The woman delighted in any chance to socialize. “Cogs girl, don’t you worry about that door. Weeds, I say. Can’t have a Tiek without your fair share of weeding.”
Eizel smiled her perfect smile, raised an inquisitive eyebrow, and asked, “A Tiek? What is that?” She already knew, of course, but people liked talking about their hobbies and spending a few minutes listening put you into their good graces.
“Sweetie, you don’t know? The market is all a buzz with them. People think the little Nauflings will fix the food shortage. I’m breeding them—or trying to breed them; someone here is a little too shy for his own good.”
Marley waved Eizel over to the corner of the store where little shelves and little fences held three tiny creatures. The first Naufling the woman pointed to was a Tiek, a stick-like creature with little green leaves growing from its shoulders.
Another Tiek—apparently, the female one—had white flower petals instead of leaves. She waved a slow arm at the male Tiek, obviously interested in the prospect of family-making, but the male was attempting to escape by climbing the wall.
Marley gently plucked him from where he clung, easing his grip to not harm the little creature. “Let’s not play hard to get,” she said in a reproving tone, then dropped the poor guy next to the female Tiek, which made a fluting sound of excitement.
“Aren’t they just so cute!” Marley asked. She opened her green game screen, toggled the camera, and took a picture of the female Tiek clinging to the male while the male looked as if it might consider jumping to its death.
Eizel smiled and agreed despite how the idea of forced matchmaking brought back some rather terrible memories.
Her parents wouldn’t accept just anyone the geneticists approved for marriage. They had a strict list of requirements that narrowed potential matches to a few guys, all of whom she disliked.
“A Tiek,” Marley said informatively, pointing to a potted tomato plant, “can help plants grow rapidly. Unfortunately, they don’t always assist the plants you want.” She glanced at the vine that had firmly attached itself to the door.
Eizel eyed the one and only red cherry tomato on the plant, and her stomach cramped. She had to swallow the buildup of saliva, which only made her more hungry.
She quickly said—talking over the grumbling from down below—“What does this one do?”
If she didn’t know any better, she wouldn’t have thought the third Naufling to be a Naufling at all. It looked more like a sock puppet, knitted from pink yarn, and had black buttons for eyes.
But then . . . it moved.
“That,” Marley said with motherly pride, “is a Materean.” She stroked its soft fabric-like head, and it purred. Then she grinned and plucked the cherry tomato.
Eizel licked her lips instinctively.
Marley placed the tomato in front of the Naufling, and the spirit creature shot what looked like a thin thread of yarn at it. The tomato burst into red pixels that were quickly inhaled.
“This is the best part,” Marley said.
The Materean jumped and wiggled, bouncing left and right as if it had just eaten the best cherry tomato the world had. Then, all at once, it vomited a glowing white sphere.
Eizel crinkled her nose. Vomiting creatures were not cute, especially the ones that just ate a perfectly acceptable tomato, one that could have been shared with a good customer. . . .
She swallowed again, casting out the thoughts of the juicy tomato and how it might taste with a bit of pink salt or balsamic glaze. But anything to do with vomit, she’d happily avoid.
Marley, however, scooped up the glowing upchuck and thrust it into Eizel’s face as if proffering a golden egg. “A fabric gemheart! Three of these can make a bolt of any common fabric. Five for uncommon!”
“From its . . . excretion?”
“Oh, sweetie, you make it sound bad, but we get all manner of things from the excretions of others. Take honey, for instance! Or bread and yeast. And that’s not mentioning a whole range of teas and coffees. But this isn’t food. It’s a marketable product.”
Eizel nodded, fixing her face with an agreeable look. The idea of using Nauflings to create bolts of fabric seemed interesting.
It could be used to improve profit margins. Her father always looked for ways to find an edge over his competition, even if such ways used . . . vomit.
“Unfortunately,” Marley said, “the little guy can only produce one gemheart a day. And it takes Familiar Energy to keep them out. Once I get more, I’ll experiment to see how many I can keep out at once. Might have to hire a helper, maybe offer one of those poor people on the streets a job, you know?
“In due time. You don’t build a space station in a day, now do you? But you’re not here for any of this. I’ve got the wool you ordered. Do you still need thirty bolts?”
A single real-world bolt of fabric would produce all the skirts and tops Eizel needed and have fabric left over. But this digital world handled bolts differently. It was a crafting component, which took an entire bolt for any piece of clothing she wanted to make.
The trick was to make the entire outfit in one crafting operation rather than each piece individually. The problem, however, was how that increased the requirements of other components.
She was still finding the best balance.
Eizel nodded. “Yes, I still need thirty.” And now, for the tricky part, the part where she didn’t actually have any money. “Can you put it on my tab?”
“Again?” Marley asked, a slight frown forming. “This just ain’t like you to be so forgetful.”
Eizel blushed, which wasn’t an act. Everything she had accomplished thus far in their digital paradise was bought with goodwill. And goodwill was starting to wear thin.
Marley picked up on the discomfort and quickly said, “But I know you’re good for it, sweetie. Can you pay me soon? I won’t be able to acquire the resources I need, and then what good would I be, huh?”
“Yes, of course! We’re just working out some kinks. I’ll have the money soon.”
“Given the state of things,” Marley said with a huff, “I don’t doubt there are many kinks. You have my sympathy.
“How are your parents, anyhow? When they owned my shop on the Garentin, we’d talk from time to time, but they haven’t been around at all.”
It was the dreaded question everyone asked. Eizel put on her well-practiced surprised face. “They haven’t written you?”
“Well, sure they have, but I wanted to show them my place, so they can see what I’ve done with it. I really do appreciate their help with the contracts. Government systems are always too confusing for little old me.”
“It’s a new world, Marley. They are simply inundated with things. But I’m here, aren’t I?” She finished that with her best Oqerton smile.
“Quite right you are.”





Chapter
Twelve
A  few hours later—after a short nap to top off her incredibly limited Stamina—Eizel stepped around a perfectly trimmed hedge and into the adoration of her soon-to-be best customers.
Up until now, the outfits she had designed were given away for free. These girls were the most popular in the city. What they wore was what all the other girls wanted to wear, and so, when these other girls walked past a clothing store featuring the latest fashion by Eizel Oqerton, they would surely pay top dollar . . . or coin.
The problem with this business strategy, however, was how none of the less wealthy girls had the money to buy her clothing. When positioned between fashion and the constantly increasing price of food, it seemed that food had won out.
It was a costly error, one that she would rectify. It came down to her intended audience. She could design clothing for those who had the means to pay for the work or those who did not.
Either was an option. Or, as her father would say, Always do both. But she couldn’t afford to split her attention right now. Once she had some headroom, she would expand her business to accommodate the less fortunate.
The market’s music strummed along, mixing with all the voices and the gurgling sounds from the canal rushing beneath stone bridges. The sun shone brightly, casting a happy warmth reminiscent of the perfect temperature in Garentin’s oxygen algae parks.
She plastered on her best smile and glided into the girls precisely six minutes late so that when she made her appearance, all were present and eager to see her.
“Ruby, I love your hair,” she said to the youngest of the lot, Ruby Thentosh, a mere fourteen years old with umber skin and black hair. Half of it was shaved off in an arch over her right ear. The other half hung straight with tiny red hair clamps arranged in a diagonal.
Since hair didn’t grow, styles could be over the top and temporary, which prompted those who could pay the Blueprint system fee to push the envelope to stand out.
The girl grinned, showing off her teeth without braces. Her parents obviously bribed the scanner workers with in-game perks to straighten her teeth, not that such changes couldn’t be done in the game, but to do so wouldn’t be real.
Everyone in this reality could look the way they wanted, but to change your appearance beyond hairstyles and clothing was considered a Fake Skin. Those with an Original Skin held this over others as if who you were was somehow more important than the present you.
Eizel didn’t let this stray thought disrupt her performance. She continued to offer compliments concerning style and makeup, keeping everyone’s focus on their appearance, the thing she was here to sell them on.
Kiena Starworth of Starworth Enterprises was blessed with fair skin and cute freckles beneath platinum blonde hair. She showed off a shoulder and a green bra strap to match her eyes, which, if memory served right, were blue in the last life.
Apparently, the irony that none of the Original Skins were original was lost on them. All they cared about was what the scanner data said, which could be used to reset their appearance back to their default should psychosis occur.
The girl held her hands at her front and wore an easy smile, always scheming like her parents. There were two ways to run a business: spread the wealth or take everything. They were the latter.
“Oh, my shimmering stars, Eizel,” Kiena said, a gleam in her eyes, “what’s this I’ve been hearing about? Some secret gift you’ve been planning, hmm?”
The other girls perked up, whispering excitedly. It didn’t matter that they all had a thousand times more wealth than Eizel. A gift was free. It hit the switch between potential patron to a mindset of take-take-take.
Eizel did her utmost best not to grind her teeth. She huffed playfully and accepted the challenge for what it was. “Kiena, don’t ruin the surprise!”
The girls laughed and playfully shoved Kiena, who shrugged innocently. She had accomplished what she wanted, playing some unknown game.
“But that’s not today,” Eizel said to faces that had immediately lost their excitement in exchange for the best puppy-dog eyes money could buy. They were all very practiced at the art.
“Today,” she continued, getting on to her sales pitch, which made her heart thud a little quicker, “I have something special I want to—”
Someone pushed through the layers of girls. A . . . guy? A familiar-looking guy.
She straightened when her mind finally pieced together where she had seen him. He was in flight school before the terrorist attack.
He smiled, brimming with confidence. She’d have thought his eyes were Blueprint-changed, but she had seen them before. They were a striking light gray with flecks of gold.
He stood a few inches taller than her and had the build of someone who trained for it, not overly muscled, but lean, fast, agile.
It was honestly distracting.
She mentally brought up her sales pitch, which she had recited a hundred times. Failing to sell her thirty skirts today would be the worst.
A brush of air tossed his blond hair, and he simply said, “Hello.”
“Hi. . .?” she replied, her voice sounding almost rude. She was just confused and, quite honestly, in the middle of something important.
The other girls were grinning. Kiena looked annoyed. And the normal amount of time that proceeded a typical greeting came and went.
He seemed stuck, sweat beading on his forehead.
“I . . .” he finally said, “wanted to see if you’d like to go out sometime?”
“With you?” Eizel replied without thought. Now that definitely sounded rude. She didn’t mean it that way—her carefully constructed persona would definitely not have replied as such—but the prospect of matchmaking was so utterly far from her plans, the thought of it was ridiculous. Further, her parents would never accept a mere pilot, not that any of that mattered now.
“I got something for you,” he said and held up an emerald gempiece. All the girls lifted onto their toes to stare at the green stone that sparkled in the sunlight.
The shape and color of it inspired a new idea. She wanted to summon her notebook and sketch out the dress in her mind, rimmed in bright green, cut in sharp angles.
“I got it in my last dungeon,” he said with more confidence.
A dungeon? She didn’t know exactly what that meant, but it sounded impressive. This morning it was Izaak, a scavenger. Now, she had met someone who adventured in dungeons, a place that apparently had gems for the taking.
She smiled, doing her best to compensate for her rude replies. He was giving her a gem, after all, which could be worth some food. The thought made her stomach grumble.
Before she could take it, however, someone else pushed through the girls and snatched the emerald.
Bailey?
The girl had a bob of chin-length blonde hair cupping blue eyes and a pink nose. She still had that boyish, adventurous look from their childhood, which was exciting and fun until she had abruptly cut off contact.
“Hey!” the guy yelled, twisting around. He blurred and shot through the girls like a gust of wind. They cried out in surprise and held their skirts down. “Bailey! Wait!”
“Almost as good as a soap opera,” Kiena said, and the other girls laughed. “I didn’t know Eizel dated market Runners.”
Eizel couldn’t stop herself from glaring. But the second it happened, she centered herself and smiled. “Kiena, weren’t you talking about starting your own clothing line?”
The girl was always going on and on about what she would do someday if she could find the time. It was the perfect deflection and way to bring everyone back to the reason they had gathered.
“Why yes,” Kiena said, grinning smartly, “thank you for asking. I’ve been working with Dorian Dubois—I’m sure you all have heard of him—and we’re ready to start testing our clothing line. Of course, as my friends, I couldn’t hope to charge any of you for it.”
Eizel kept her face calm while her insides tried to keel over. She had thirty skirts and tops that desperately needed to be sold to repay debts. But asking for money now would say that she didn’t view the girls as friends the way that Kiena did.
That meddlesome cog!
The thought immediately made Eizel stiffen. Such language wasn’t befitting her upbringing. Her father would not approve.
Kiena had deftly maneuvered herself into the gap created when Eizel didn’t have a gift to give. The girls were elated, begging Kiena to show them what she had made.
She summoned a green game screen, tapped a few times, and her clothes changed in a flurry of pixels to a black bubble dress with a basque waistline, a reflective green bow prominent on one side, and ribbon flowing down the length to blend with a splattering of matching green flakes.
What made it all the worse was that it looked stunning. Needless to say, the fashion genius Dubois knew what he was doing.
Kiena, honest to her word, performed a proximity trade and dropped the dress into all of the girls’ inventories. Seconds later, they wore matching dresses, and the conversation shifted to talking about the best shoes and hairstyle to wear with it.
Not to stick out as an unwilling participant, Eizel equipped the dress. Black and green pixels rushed over her and materialized in a wave.
“Oh, my shimmering stars, Eizel,” Kiena said, quieting her audience, “didn’t you say you had something special to share?”
Eizel fought the urge to say something nasty, something suited to how she really felt. But such an outburst would only feed the gossip and turn the girls against her. Everything was a performance.
“And overshadow your debut dress?” she said, aghast. “Nonsense! My new design is quite extraordinary. I’d say it’s my best yet. But it can wait until next week. We should celebrate your design.”





Chapter
Thirteen
E izel stomped through the massive wooden doors to the Oqerton manor, which slammed behind her. She was back to wearing her simple tan slacks and white blouse.
Every- single- clothing shop, all fourteen of them scattered between the Southern District to the Upper West Bench, had a dozen—a dozen!—new styles from Starworth Designs featuring Dubois and Kiena on their digital tags that hung from white mannequins.
Most of Eizel’s unsold products now sat in inventories, unseen, unsellable, and ready—the shop owners assured her—to be cycled out once people grew tired of the new designs.
But that wasn’t the extent of it. These new designs undercut her going rate of one scyl. They sold in the range of 30 to 50 chyps, which, once the merchants took their cut, would guarantee the slimmest of profit margins.
The Starworths didn’t need to make a profit. They could operate at a loss for months or years to build their brand before increasing prices.
They had time.
Eizel did not.
She needed the money to keep up appearances. The other manors had a full staff attending to their needs. They had farmers working to transition the large flat greens of their property into food-producing land.
They had gardeners and cooks and maids and a butler, all working to give the large buildings a sense of life, something other than the hollow, lonely remains of this place.
Her heart was sprinting a million parsecs an hour. Her breaths came and went, unable to fill the emptiness within. She wanted to scream and cry and thrash about, but her Stamina teetered above the point of acquiring the Exhaustion debuff.
She slumped to the foyer’s hardwood floor, twenty steps from the grand staircase that ascended to the second and third floors. Everything was quiet and dark and empty.
Eventually, she realized—her fingers sliding across the glossy floor—the other families would wonder why the Oqertons hadn’t started their own farm. The workers would discover the oddity that was the Oqertons’ complete lack of staff.
People were going to ask questions, and she would have no answers to give. The government would jump on the opportunity to reclaim the property, and then she’d have nothing.
Eizel stayed there for a while, miserable, smashed under the weight of a daunting future that demanded too much of her.
She never got that snack. Her stomach was a constant spasm of hollow discomfort. She couldn’t remember what it felt like to not be hungry.
As much as she loved designing clothes, maybe it was time to put that aside. The world was full of food and wealth. All she had to do was go out there and take it.
That thought was both terrifying and exciting. She was sick of having absolutely no energy—taking three naps a day just to get to the end of it—and feeling trapped.
But there was something else she wanted to do first. She pushed herself to her feet and meandered to the family’s secure Stash chest. It’d take a beating from a troll for a month before it released its contents.
She tapped it and transferred everything over: her normal clothes, matching accessories, and all the duplicate sets of unsold products. Her equipped clothing burst into pixels, leaving her in the default brown shorts and shirt.
The one thing she did not transfer, however, was Kiena’s dress. Eizel tapped the Deconstruct option with, perhaps, a bit more zeal than necessary.
¤ Materials
» 1× Silk Bolt
» 1× Black Dye
The new materials found empty slots in her inventory. It wasn’t much, but enough to craft something new: a black hooded cloak.
With it equipped, it took the better part of twenty minutes to get onto the manor’s roof from an access ladder in the totally not-spooky attic. Of course, if she couldn’t handle an empty attic, there was no hope for her in the Wilds.
She climbed to the highest ridge that overlooked the entryway, her arms and legs shaking, her breaths shallow, her heart abundantly aware of her plan.
Streaks of vibrant reds and oranges lit the sky and its saturated clouds. The color and shape would make for a gorgeous dress. This world was full of inspiration and wonder.
Blue metallic birds soared overhead and landed on the Rendlons’ manor, tiny orange suns reflecting from their wings, scattering the light.
The problem with inspiration was how hollow it felt when she couldn’t pursue it. But she wasn’t here for inspiration. She just wanted to feel loved again.
Eizel swallowed hard, pinched her eyes shut, and ground her teeth until her courage teetered a fraction greater than her fear.
Then . . . she stepped off the roof.
THE END OF
Part Two
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Chapter
Fourteen
Nine days after Entin survived
his first dungeon
E ntin hurried around a corner as quietly as he could. White balls of flame—trapped in hovering glass orbs—watched everything he did with an astonished expression as if he didn’t know death loomed from all around.
He did.
Very much so.
They also illuminated the white marble monastery, a labyrinth of ornate detail. Corridors ran every which way, featuring vaulted, ribbed ceilings. Arched windows looked out to quadrangle gardens filled with greenery and bright blue flowers.
Entin took two steps into a corridor, bare feet on the cold stone. He held his breath and pressed himself back into the small space between the columned wall and window, hoping against hope that his impatience didn’t catch the notice of one of the many ghostly sentries, an Osayla.
The air stirred.
Cogs. . . . He froze.
Any fraction of a movement, and it would be over. He waited, praying to all the constellations his father had shown him years ago to please not die again.
Black bone fingers, their ends sharpened like knives, clacked against the stone column a dozen feet above. A skull peered over the side and down the corridor. Little flickers of its previous self projected around the charred bones of its face, screaming in tortured silence.
After a moment—apparently not sensing the enthusiastic drummer in Entin’s chest, thumping to a rhythm of fear, dread, and unbottled excitement—it straightened its lengthy form of way too many vertebrae and floated into the corridor.
Most of the Osaylas wore old muddy-brown robes. Their tattered ends swept the floor as they drifted above it, like a breeze of merciless evil on a frigid winter’s day.
It passed, and Entin exhaled.
It had taken over an hour to get this far in—hiding in every nook and cranny he could find—and he had yet to locate a single treasure room or any random chests that weren’t guarded by a squad of the wrathful phantoms.
Maybe tackling the dungeon by himself wasn’t the best of ideas. Lourne and the others were busy, saying they’d attempt another run next week. But with the food prices constantly climbing, the orphanage didn’t have a week.
Where once a single scyl could feed a handful of kids for a few days, now it was barely enough to feed one person for that long.
How did you tell kids it was okay to starve?
They watched their families wither and die in the Garentin, and now it was happening again, except in this world, they didn’t need food.
Of course, no one wanted to starve. It was cogging uncomfortable. The game sent constant urges to eat-eat-eat. Some people tried chewing bark or eating flowers, and one old man even went so far as to jump from the city’s wall, only to find that his Satiated value after death didn’t reset.
And so, sure, Running the dungeon alone might be hard, but there was loot here. All he had to do was take it and get out. Besides, one successful Run in a dungeon would make more money than all the market Runs for a month.
He wasn’t wrong.
He just had to figure out how to make it work.
With that bit of renewed determination—and now that the nightmarish Osayla was out of sight—Entin steeled himself, then lightly jogged down the corridor, which connected to a large room of multiple floors.
Marble columns raised up the sides toward a domed ceiling made of what looked to be gold. If only he could take a chunk of it home.
One gyl was a hundred scyl. Certainly, a chunk of pure gold would be worth enough meals to keep an orphanage happy for a long time coming.
Or did gold not translate to gyl? One was a resource, the other a coin. It had to still be valuable, right?
But it was a piece of the dungeon. Try as he might—and he absolutely did try—he couldn’t take pieces from the dungeon, only loot. The golden dome was a rude tease, showing great and unattainable wealth.
Three floors overlooked the main one. Their walls were covered in books, and small balconies provided alcoves for studying.
The main floor had aisles to either side of the center nave, which was full of wooden pews, each featuring ornate carvings of skulls on their armrests.
Osaylas were everywhere. Some were in different colored robes, some with swords that stretched unnaturally long like their thin yet very tall bodies.
This was all quite disturbing, except for one tiny distracting thing: across the room, embedded in a pristinely white wall, was a black bead that glimmered.
A treasure room!
And . . . because why not? At that precise moment, an Osayla drifted around the corner and slowed to a hovering stop.
The hollow eyes of its black skull lit up with a fire that glowered down from above. It breathed in blue energy and screamed a wailing blast of a sound.
Having already died from the paralyzing attack twice today, Entin triggered Dash, paying the 10 Stamina, leaving him with 82/92 Current Max. The world shifted and blurred for a second, and then he was beyond the Osayla and its nasty effect.
Naturally, this placed him right in the aggro range of half a dozen others. They all turned at once, their eyes lighting up as if the mere sight of him had ignited their souls.
One Osayla with a sword chattered its blackened teeth and lunged forward, swiping its large blade through pews. The others were sucking in blue breaths, readying to blast him out of existence.
This was why he avoided them in the first place! Dash was on cooldown, so he jumped and triggered Wall Kick against the back crest of a pew.
The force of it sent him five feet to the side, almost entirely out of range of the blade but not quite. It tore a solid line through his right thigh, filling the gap with a frenzied swirl of pink light. A -314 in red drifted toward the golden dome.
Entin landed, then threw himself over the back of a pew at the same time as five blasts of wailing sound slammed into the wood, missing him entirely.
He ground his teeth. A swirling viper of dread coiled in his chest. Everything he had done for the last hour was about to get reset. Again. But this time, there was a place to escape to—the treasure room—if only he could get there. . . .
The pew cracked and filled with tiny blue and purple ice crystals. And though that was all very fascinating, Entin didn’t stay put. He crawled with the tenacity of a mouse escaping an army of hellish undead cats.
Chunks of wood broke from behind, chopped and blasted. The cooldown for Dash completed. He pushed himself to his feet, then immediately Dashed through the swinging sword of glistening steel.
At the other side of the row of pews, he raced to the wall—deathly aberrations in tow—and slammed a hand against the black bead.
Twinkling purple dust burst out to the sides, then the fabric of reality changed. The white marble wall unzipped, pulling back like a tent-flap from Old Earth where people actually slept outside.
Entin jumped forward and triggered Roll.
New blasts of sound came from behind, though the wall quickly reformed, leaving nothing but silence. Silence . . . and a new room, one even larger than the last, a treasure room, and a room that would, no doubt, be full of traps.
He quickly stood, straining to hear anything besides the blood pulsing in his ears. It was a rectangular room with a dozen columns on either side, running down the full length. Black and white tiles checkered the floor, each about three feet wide.
Light shined down from a blue-painted sky. The clouds moved. The sun felt warm. And a breeze whiffled through as if from a nice spring afternoon.
At the far end of the room, shimmering in radiant gold and presented on a marble platform, was the main attraction: a treasure chest featuring a blue triangle at its front.
And . . . nothing else.
No riddle. No challenge. No—
Well, nothing other than the dozens of white flames in glass orbs hovering near walls and columns, all giving him their undivided attention like he was the performer in this thrilling adventure, and they, the audience.
“Do you always have to look so astonished?” Entin asked, glaring at the closest orb, its mouth hanging open, wide black circles for eyes.
It closed its mouth, then nodded.
“You understand me?”
It nodded again.
Intelligent torches. . . . Huh. “Are there any traps in here?”
The little flame looked like it was thinking, eyes scrunched up. It leaned to the left then right as if to say, Maybe there are, maybe there aren’t.
“That’s not helpful,” Entin said and sighed, not knowing what he had expected from the mute flame.
It shook its flame body, frowning. Most of the other orbs mimicked the reaction. Some laughed silently. Others still wore their astonished expressions as if he’d die at any moment.
He took a tentative step, and when nothing clicked, whooshed, sizzled, or anything else that sounded his doom, he took another. Step by step, he passed white columns.
Nothing moved except for the clouds—painting the floor with their shadows—and the little black eyes of engrossed flames. If the challenge wasn’t in getting the treasure, it had to be in keeping it.
He now stood next to the chest, close enough to reach out and tap it, close enough to claim its contents. It gleamed in the sunlight, casting golden reflections onto the wall.
This was what he had worked for, and despite that burning need to know what it contained, he also knew the moment he touched it, something terrible would happen.
Entin let out a breath. He couldn’t just stand there all day. Stop being a cog! He tapped the chest, and an inventory window appeared.
¤ Prime Treasure Chest [Exquisite]
» 1× Black Gloves [Unique · Rank 1]
» 1× Bag [Standard Bag · 10 Slots]
» 1× Vial [Pig Snot]
» 14 scyl
Yes! That was a lot of money. And an extra bag? It’d catch a nice price at the market. Now all he had to do was escape the room and hope the Osaylas weren’t waiting for him.
He swiped the items into his inventory.
And the sky went dark.





Chapter
Fifteen
E ntin set his jaw.
He had expected something to happen, just not exactly this. Black-painted clouds rolled across half the sky. Lightning flashed, and the ground rumbled.
A blood moon filled the other half, its hue tinting the rest of the room. Even the flame guys now burned red. They screamed silently, afraid for him and what was to come.
Cogs. . . . Now he had something worth losing! That fact filled his chest with unease as the gentle breeze changed to a howling wind.
Electric veins flashed across the sky, and the thunder became words, deep and resonant. “YOU STEAL FROM ME AND RISK MY WRATH?” The words made some of the flame guys puff away. “ACCEPT DEATH OR CHOOSE THE RIGHT PATH!”
Streams of blue pixels sifted out from the edges of all the checkered tiles between the treasure chest and the gleaming black bead in the far wall.
The pixels around different tiles started to change from blue to yellow to red, then the tiles burst apart, revealing a deep, dark hole below.
One wrong step, and he’d die.
Good thing he wasn’t afraid of heights!
He triggered Sprint, paying the 10 Stamina, noting that he had 80/90 Current Max. He charged across the floor, bare feet slapping the smooth stone.
More tiles fell away in a cascading effect like dominoes, tumbling in a wave that only left three dozen or so tiles hovering in a sea of blackness.
Below—far, far below, only visible when lightning flashed—was a pit filled with hundreds of spikes sticking out in every direction.
Something else was down there.
Something big.
He jumped to a tile and scanned for available paths. It wasn’t just finding the next best jump but understanding where that placed him in the maze.
Ugh, it didn’t help that the tiles were still breaking apart! As soon as he chose one ideal path, a tile burst into pixels, rendering the path worthless.
A loud scraping sound came from below. Enormous black bones slithered along carved walls that led up to the main room.
“An undead snake?” he yelled, and the remaining flame guys nodded enthusiastically. It had hundreds of curving ribs, the tips dragging across stone.
The tile he wanted burst apart, leaving him with only two choices. Cogs and sprockets! The snake wasn’t a direct danger. It was meant as a distraction, a distraction that had worked.
Entin took the left path, jumping just as his tile dissolved into pixels. The next tile was way too far for any normal adventurer, but it connected with the correct path.
He triggered the second variant of Dash and paid 20 Stamina to move twice the distance. The world shifted to shadow and snapped back a second later.
He landed at the direct center of the tile, then immediately jumped to the next. He was back on the right path, which was great! Great . . . except for the tiny fact that these tiles were now outlined in yellow.
He charged across two more tiles, their outlines now red. The third tile floated just a few feet ahead but would be gone in a fraction of a second.
Instead of going for it, he used the extra speed of Sprint and launched himself nearly ten feet, arms rotating as if in slow motion, lightning clashing overhead, whitening out the room. . . .
He caught the edge of the tile! The force yanked his body under, swinging precariously over all of those spikes far below.
The next tile wasn’t even that far, then two more jumps, and he’d be across.
But. . . .
The blue pixels that streamed up and over his fingers glowed brighter, warmer, an internal light begging to escape, then . . . pop!
They were yellow.
The seconds ticked loudly in his brain as if he were at the end of some timed Run, on the verge of failure and losing everything.
Entin pulled his weight up and caught a knee on the edge. The pixels turned red. . . . No no no!
He triggered Roll, finished on his knee, then shoved off just as the tile became immaterial, robbing the force of his jump.
He arched forward, stretching out a hand for the next tile, knowing full well he’d miss it.
Dash’s cooldown completed. In desperation, more than any logical thought, he threw his weight backward, missing the tile, then triggered Double Dash from below.
Shifting through a stream of shadows, he was suddenly above the tile—twinkling red pixels flowing from its sides—completing a vertical
Dash, something he had never even thought he could do.
He twisted in the air, then fell through the tile, flecks of red light scattering.
He sucked in a breath. His stomach lurched. Every muscle flexed, frozen. A tingling sensation washed over him like he had plunged into cold water: shock, denial, fear. . . .
He reached out to nothing, reached out toward the thrashing night sky of painted shapes, toward the glaring red moon.
The snake snatched him from the air, a fang through his torso, his health gone in a blink.
All the colors lost their vibrancy: the red moon turned gray, and the yellow and red pixels of the remaining tiles sparkled white. A freezing chill shot through his veins, and he couldn’t move.
Everything dimmed. Even the white flame guys and their horrified, sad expressions darkened to blackness.
He shattered.
From that darkness, the fragments of him shot skyward, through the dungeon walls, through the mountain and rocks and rivers and trees. He shot into the sky, into the Celestial Plane of stars.
Cogs! He was so close this time.
The now-familiar voices of death murmured around him as if in constant discussion, but the words were too indistinct to discern.
Warmth filled him, reassuring him that he would be okay, that death was not the end. This was the normal cycle of life.
Hundreds of Lands floated between the Celestial Plane of stars and the End Plane of ocean. The Lands—worlds in their own right—stretched out so far away in all directions that they lost their colors, becoming distant shapes, hiding their mysteries.
Why couldn’t anyone go to them? The developers were withholding information that might be helpful to everyone, but they chose silence.
It just didn’t make sense. . . .
A map materialized. It revealed the City of Creannan, nestled in the corner of the Land next to a large lake and green fields. Most of the map was covered in unexplored darkness, only revealing the city and the small hike to the dungeon’s entrance.
¤ Respawn
» You have died. Please choose your respawn location.
·
« Locations
» City of Creannan
» Troken Dungeon
Entin moved . . . in a way. His body existed as an outline of stars as if he were one of his father’s constellations. He tapped the option for Troken Dungeon.
Everything stopped. The sound of a thousand people inhaling pressed in from all sides. The Lands blurred and warped. Colors stretched as if he had used a waypoint stone.
And then the world snapped back together. He had a body again, standing on dirt beneath a warm sun. Air rushed into his lungs, and after a long moment, enjoying the sensation of having lungs again, he exhaled a breath of disappointment.
It’s just another death. Part of the cycle. . . .
He leaned against the perfectly smooth stone that marked the dungeon’s entrance and slid to the ground. Cool mist churned around him like trapped clouds.
A dialog window pulled together from blue shapes of light, revealing information concerning his death.
¤ Death Penalty
» No equipped items were damaged.
» Lost money: 14 scyl
» Lost items:
» — 1× Black Gloves [Unique · Rank 1]
» — 1× Bag [Standard · 10 Slots]
» — 1× Vial [Pig Snot]
And this was why he didn’t equip anything, not even clothing beyond the default brown shorts and shirt everyone had.
While Swift Light, his dagger, would give him +1 to his Speed attribute, it was worth way too much to risk. Maybe he should just sell it. What was the point of keeping a fancy dagger if he was never willing to use it?
The only thing he really lost was Stamina. The scyl and items would be right back where he had found them, waiting for his return. But his Stamina? He now had a Current Max of 85 out of his normal 110.
He sighed. The afternoon sun sifted through the trees. A far-off monster snorted somewhere. Birds whistled, playing on branches, flapping their wings every so often.
He’d just take a small break and recover some Stamina. The horrors within the dungeon could wait a few minutes. He closed his eyes and listened to the Wilds until something cracked.
Entin jerked up, already on his feet, slightly crouched in a Runners’ stance, dirt between his toes. He zeroed in on the sound instantly . . . a small group of adventurers.
“What have we here?” a man asked. He was likely the party’s leader, a tall man with olive-colored skin, brown hair, and carried a scabbarded longsword, unattached to anything. “Washed out of the dungeon, boy? Waiting on your party to bring you your gear?”
“Umm . . . something like that,” Entin said.
The group only had three members: a young woman, maybe in her early twenties with long brunette hair, carrying a bow, and an older woman that didn’t look much different besides a few wrinkles. A family?
“Tough luck. We’d invite you to our group—always needing more adventurers—though, without your gear, you’d be rather useless in there.”
The man pointed his index and middle finger at the dungeon’s entrance and twisted his wrist. He tapped a dialog box that appeared, and the portal opened, shimmering in blues and teals.
“Say,” the man said, turning back, “what group are you running with? Maybe I know them.”
Entin thought to say Lourne’s party, but that wasn’t right. Dying and sitting out here wasn’t Lourne’s fault. Saying so might make the guy look bad. And, well . . . saying nothing was just rude. “By myself this time.”
“By yourself?” the man said with no small amount of incredulity, then laughed. “Thought you’d conquer a dungeon all by yourself? Guess no one’s bringing back your gear then.”
“I . . .” Entin said, then stopped. Why was he telling them what he was doing? It wasn’t a dented plan.
“Got some spunk, kid. What gear did you have? If we find it, I’ll get it back to you.”
Entin fidgeted. “I didn’t have any gear.”
The man barked a laugh and shook his head. “Got ourselves a bona fide newb. Wandering through dungeons without party or gear?”
“A dented cog,” the young woman said. Her gaze lacked any warmth, unapologetically hard, uncaring, and entirely unlike the man, who was still grinning broadly.
“And we can’t fix dented cogs.”
Entin crossed his arms. “I’m a Runner. It’s not dented at all.”
“A Runner! Like in the market? What in Redeemers’ folly were you hoping to accomplish out here?”
“Dren, Ava. . . .” the older woman said sternly.
“What, hon? I’m not being rude, only curious, is all.”
Ava stepped up to the portal. “We’re late as it is, Pa.”
“Right, right. Well, good luck Runner, with whatever you’re trying to do.” He laughed a final time and followed Ava through the portal.
The older woman had the most pitying of expressions, like Entin was a starving stray in need of a good warm home, a home she couldn’t provide. She offered him a small smile to solve all of his problems, then stepped into the portal.
The colors of the portal swirled, waves of magical energies clashing. This portal had a light-red X blocking the entrance.
He wasn’t in their party, so he couldn’t join their instance. After a moment, the black crystals pulled away from the corners, and the central white crystal returned.
What did they know about being a Runner? It wasn’t dented, and he’d prove it. If he had to die a dozen times every day, he’d do it and crack these dungeons until they spilled their treasures.
He thrust out his fingers and summoned the dungeon’s information.
¤ Troken Dungeon [Unique · Rank 1]
» Dungeon Reset: 3h 24m
» Prime Treasures: 5/5
» Leaderboard: Unclaimed
» Modifiers: None
Five prime treasures left. . . .
No one even tried to claim them. Too dangerous. What would they think if a gearless Runner succeeded where they couldn’t?
He tapped the Accept button, and the portal spiraled to life. He’d make it happen. Today, tomorrow, next week? It’d happen, and when it did, all the adventurers would know about it.
He stared into the swirling colors, nodded once, then stepped through.





Chapter
Sixteen
E ntin materialized on his back, lying on a stone slab in the city’s cemetery. Trickling water ran nearby, and the air was scented by hundreds of flowers.
He let out an annoyed breath and sat up, scaring a school of Timberwood Spiritfish.
They swam through the air—glistening dark blue and purple scales in the fading sunlight, fins bright red—and dove into the ground, growing pink flowers in a swerving trail.
So- cogging- close!
The treasure room had changed.
He got through the Osaylas entirely undetected—which was a feat all by itself—though the treasure room’s challenge was different. Not altogether different, but different nonetheless.
The tiles fell in a new pattern, creating far more pathways that led to dead ends. And the snake wasn’t just a giant boney distraction. It came crashing through columns, sending bits of marble flying every which way.
It was terrifying.
But even so, he should have succeeded. It was always just one tiny misjudgment, one imperceptible mistake, one second longer when it should have been shorter, that ultimately led to his failure.
Did the challenges get harder every time the treasure was stolen?
He sighed.
Well, now he knew.
There had to be an easier way to secure a victory here, a way to trick the dungeon. Exploit it? Yes. That was, in fact, what he was already doing.
Dungeons were filled with monsters meant to be killed by adventurers, not be entirely avoided. He was a dungeon thief, a cheater, the type of player who broke all the rules.
But this wasn’t a game. It may well look like a game and feel like a game, though ultimately, this was their new reality, a reality where everyone slowly starved and lived in misery.
Entin jumped off the stone slab, which was only one of many throughout the cemetery. There were no gravestones or mausoleums—not even a monument for all the lives lost in the real world—just slabs set in alcoves around one giant willow tree.
Flowers covered the curving hedges. And out of all of them, there was one he hadn’t seen before, which was surprising given how many flowers Bailey had shoved in his face.
She really did love flowers. . . .
This one was almost neon green with a scattering of black dots and smelled of pickles. The Information Box said it was a Lencheyen.
He plucked it. At least he wouldn’t return completely empty-handed.
Entin followed one of the winding stone paths out to the main street. This was the first time he had actually respawned at the cemetery. One would expect a priest or something, though it seemed abandoned to the fish.
Apparently, the cemetery was placed near the Upper West Bench.
Rich people wanted the convenience of a shorter walk. Not that they even used it. For some reason, people—especially people of means—preferred not to fight terrible monsters to the death.
Odd, that. . . .
He marched down the street wearing his default clothing, feeling exposed, naked, and judged. In the morning, it wasn’t half as bad, not with most of the city asleep. But now? People were lining up in front of restaurants early, wanting the first choice of the dwindling menu options.
Those same people stared at him as he walked by. Maybe they were afraid that in a few days or a few weeks, they’d be as pathetically underdressed as him.
It was his choice to go without items, but cogs did he hate how people saw him. They pitied him like that older woman in the Wilds. He was just another fallen member of society that couldn’t afford clothes.
Speaking of which, there were others in brown shirts and shorts huddled along the walls and shops. Some held out their hands, asking for copper chyps or food. When he passed, they ignored him, treating him as one of their own: worthless, penniless, and desperately hungry.
He made his way through the market toward the orphanage. Adventurers were bartering whatever goods they managed to find out in the Wilds. Runners yelled that they were coming through, running against some invisible timer that would determine whether or not they ate tonight.
Eizel and her many friends weren’t out at their usual spot. Part of him yearned to see her. Another part was sickened by that desire.
In only a few days since Bailey confessed her feelings, things had changed.
First, it was practically impossible to avoid her for long. They lived together, ate together, and—up until he became a dungeon Runner—worked together.
Second, as blindsided as he was by her affection, he did like her. It didn’t feel the same way it did with Eizel, but maybe he didn’t know what love was. Maybe love was a friendship that needed a spark of a moment to transform into something more.
Thinking of Eizel felt like cheating, and he didn’t know how to deal with that. He may now be bits of ones and zeroes, but he wasn’t a robot. He couldn’t just turn off feelings he had nurtured for years, even if Eizel were all the terrible things that Bailey said she was.
“Boy!” Hendrick yelled from his booth. “Leave my service a week, now look at’cha. Wandering the cogging streets with nothing! You could come back, yeah? Make some money.”
Entin hadn’t the time nor energy to waste. He marched right on past Hendrick and took the stairs to the Southern District. Having nothing would be better than doing Runs for that greasy cog.
Someday, Hendrick would work for Entin, not the other way around: sell his stuff, fulfill his orders, get the bad end of his contracts. And the man would do it with that greedy smile of his, whether he wanted to or not.
People were out in force, yelling at an inn where the developers were given free rent and food for the first year. What would that be like, to not have to worry about anything?
The crowd chanted, “NPCs have to go. NPCs hear our pleas!”
They . . . weren’t protesting the developers but the Lumarians, the people that built the city. They were controlled by advanced artificial intelligence and worked a lot of the mundane jobs.
“The Lumies aren’t even human. They aren’t real!” one guy yelled, pointing to a girl trying to get through the crowd.
She had bright pink hair, matching eyes that were larger than a human’s, and little pink swirls like tattoos around her neck. Lumarians weren’t that tall, usually around four or five feet, and had oddly pointed faces, almost heart-shaped.
“They are eating our food!” a woman yelled, and the crowd murmured their agreement. Even if the NPCs were fake people, they had to eat like all other creatures in the world.
Entin shook his head. If it weren’t for the Lumarians, none of the real people would have homes or food. In truth, the imbalance was entirely due to real people not contributing, not farming, not adventuring. What did people do, anyway?
The girl’s eyes were wide. Some old man grabbed her arm, and she shrieked. She tugged and tugged until a guard said something, and the man let go, letting her fall to the flagstones.
The girl was so lifelike, so real, and the display of her frantically scampering away stoked a fire Entin hadn’t realized was there.
Maybe the fiery rage was because he couldn’t do anything about it. He was powerless. He couldn’t even earn money for the orphanage, which in any other perfect world, wouldn’t need to exist.
The developers had a lot to answer for, but the Lumarians? If people weren’t going to get off their lazy butts and do something, they had no right to complain.
Entin forced himself to turn away and continue down the street. This perfect new world of theirs was falling apart. It was supposed to be their second chance.
Maybe everyone got too accustomed to having everything given to them that they forgot what it meant to work. And yet, all he could do was focus on his problems, the problems that he could control.
The orphanage was in the poor district. It was one of the only taverns in the area and the only one without ale.
People kept their distance.
Pity had turned into some form of worthless currency. Everyone felt bad for the other but was entirely unwilling to do anything about it.
He paused at the large front door, feeling like a cogging disappointment. They were counting on him, probably more than anyone else. And yet, he had failed again.





Chapter
Seventeen
E ntin pushed open the large front door and stepped inside. Laughter filled the main room beyond the entryway.
Kids ran out from the hallway, tossing a small hay ball. Ohto crashed through a chair and slammed his head on the table’s base. It made a loud thwack! A -96 in red lifted above his head.
The other kids giggled. Ohto pushed himself up, frowning at them. “That hurt!” He then charged the boys and a girl, Tayla, barely a year younger than him.
Ausemnie caught Entin’s eye, silently asking the only question that mattered. He shook his head, and, for the briefest of moments, the flicker of disappointment touched her eyes. She smiled and nodded, never one to make others feel bad for their ineptitude.
It wasn’t like Entin hadn’t given them everything, including the emerald gempiece he was so determined to hand over to Eizel.
Unfortunately, other than looking pretty, it wasn’t worth a lot. Shiny rocks weren’t edible, so the only people who had the spare coin to buy them were those on the Upper West Bench.
“Children, settle down,” Ausemnie said. “We’re going to eat. Go clean up and take your places. Yes, you too, Joia.”
“Food?” Joia asked, her voice a squeak. She had hopeful large brown eyes, black pigtail braids, and light brown skin.
“Yes, it’s dinner time. Ziera?”—Ausemnie flagged down her sister, a girl about thirteen years old and always helping with the kids—“can you help Joia?”
Entin maneuvered through the room of bodies. He made it to the hallway and to the small room that he shared with the other boys that were older. They had one Stash chest between them, which was more than all the kids had.
He tapped the Stash and pulled his clothes into his inventory. With another few taps, he selected the clothing and equipped them. Such a small thing, though it was like donning armor.
He shouldn’t complain since none of the kids had their own clothes. But to him, it was his identity. It was respect.
“How’d it go?” Bailey asked from behind.
Entin turned.
She was leaning against the doorframe with that smile of hers. She had blonde hair that bobbed down to her chin and wild blue eyes that said no matter how bad things got, she’d be excited and happy. It was that constantly positive energy of hers that he liked the most.
“Nothing this time,” he said. “Except. . . .” He summoned his inventory with a sideswipe and tapped the only item there. The neon green flower with black dots materialized from matching pixels. The fragrance—somehow stronger—filled the room.
Bailey laughed. “Pickles!” She grabbed the flower and stuck her nose in it, then squinted one eye, turned her head, and coughed. “It’s a bit strong.”
“It’s a Lencheyen,” he said. “Len-chey-en.”
“I ain’t the one always forgettin’!” She tucked the flower above her left ear and grabbed his hand, pulling him back into the crowded room full of children.
The tables were now pushed together into one long table with chairs tucked around it. The older kids, some of which were Runners, helped get kids into their chairs.
Ausemnie summoned little plates of food for each child. The contents were quite small: a quarter of a potato and a few strips of some kind of meat.
Someone triggered the hearth’s fire. It blazed to life, casting warmth throughout the room, and started the default tavern music.
Grenden and Isan, two Asian brothers around twelve years old, tossed the hay ball. Ohto tried to catch it, spilling his cup of water.
“Not at the table,” Ausemnie said sternly. “You two know better.”
Bailey had Entin sit at the far end of the table and grabbed two bigger plates for Runners before joining him. He summoned an Information Box.
¤ Meal [42 Satiated]
» 1× Potato
» 3× Wolf Steak Strip
“Ausemnie got the meat,” Bailey said and took a bite. She sat close to him, her arm touching his, the strong pickle fragrance trying to burn his nostrils. She didn’t seem to care about the smell.
“It’s got to be pretty expensive,” he said.
“She hunted it herself.”
“Ausemnie?” That was a surprise. She was going out into the Wilds? “But when? She’s always here.”
“Saw her leave a few nights ago. Said she was huntin’ wolves with some fella named Vay. We all gotta do our bit, y’know?”
Entin nodded. He ate and listened to the kids.
Ausemnie sat at the center of them, talking about the new world and the old. She had them count their potatoes, and if one miscounted, another would chime in with the correct answer.
Dantic was at the far end of the table, pushing the food around his plate with a total lack of care. He had umber brown skin and short black hair, permanently spiked like he had it in real life.
Hendrick was a dented cog. Not only did he kick Dantic out, but he also marked the kid’s reputation down. No one would hire him for at least a week.
When the kids finished their meals—eating slowly to prolong that sensation of chewing and putting something into their stomachs—their dishes and utensils dissolved into pixels.
Unlike the real world, meals were crafted by combining the right ingredients with the right amount of heat or using a special item. Plates and utensils were simply provided by the System. There was no need to craft them or wash dishes.
Ohto finished with a frown. “Can I have more?”
Ausemnie opened her mouth, then closed it. Her eyes carried the weight of someone three times her age, heavy with concern and too much responsibility. And despite all she was doing, she clearly didn’t think she was doing enough.
She tossed Ohto’s blond hair. “I’m afraid—”
“You can have mine,” Entin said. He stood and handed his half-eaten meal to the boy. The kid smiled and grabbed the dish.
Ausemnie’s concern didn’t seem to go away, haunted by what she had to know: this couldn’t last much longer. No one else appeared to have noticed. Their laughs and energy returned as if nothing had happened.
Entin left the room through the balcony’s glass doors, and Bailey followed. The sky had turned gold and red, with a few of the brighter stars already out.
“Got a lil’ somethin’ for ya,” Bailey said. “Ain’t somethin’ ya can hold, but it’s a somethin’ all the same.”
She wiggled her way under his arm and pointed to the first stars appearing in the east. Seven stars ran together: one at the top and two curving lines of three stars beneath it.
Bailey drew a curve with her finger, tracing the lines. “Found this constellation last night. I’m callin’ it the Runner. It’s for all folks, don’t much matter if they Run markets or dungeons.”
Entin smiled and tightened his grip on her shoulder. He breathed in and choked on the pungent smell of pickles, then laughed. “You don’t have to wear the flower, you know?”
“I like the flower.”
“It’s just—”
“I like pickles, too! Haven’t had a pickle since. . . .”
“Yeah, I know,” he said softly. Since the bombing. Since their world was turned upside down. Since their families were torn from them.
Maybe it wasn’t a bad flower after all. It was like the new constellation, a fragment of a world out of reach: a memory.
They stood in silence as the sky changed and darkened. The golden clouds slipped into a dark orange, mixing with purples and blues.
More stars flickered to life, and for the first time, he actually looked for new constellations. Before, they were just empty shapes, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t make new memories or write their own stories.
“Lost a bonus contract today,” Bailey said, her voice suddenly on edge. “These dented guys are messin’ with the Runners. Grabbed my package and wouldn’t hand it over ’til a guard saw. They didn’t even lose reputation! Got a stern talkin’ to, like that’a do anythin’.”
“Probably rich kids.”
“Nah, but they’re not terribly off. Think they tried being Runners and got screwed.”
“Maybe they’re jealous?”
“Of us? That’s dented!” she said and gripped the handrail. “Ain’t got nothin’ to be jealous of. We’re coggin’ slaves.”
Entin laughed. “Now you’re starting to sound like me.”
“Is that bad?” she asked and turned. Her eyes seemed to glow, catching the light of the setting sun, a fiery orange swallowed up by the End Plane of ocean. She breathed, her lips wearing some type of balm he hadn’t noticed before.
“I . . . almost had a treasure,” he said, looking back at the sky as if the stars were somehow more interesting. “Closest I’ve gotten after half a dozen tries.”
“Don’t ya think—”
“No.”
“Ya didn’t let me finish.”
“But I know what you’re going to say. I don’t want to be a market Runner, Bailey.”
“I know. I-I do! It’s just . . . goin’ out with those adventurers is good, but makin’ money only once a week ain’t enough. Think everyone knows things aren’t gettin’ better for a while. If the cost of food increases our rent, we’ll lose the orphanage.”
A pang of guilt ran through him. He could do market Runs again. He might even make a decent bit extra. But compared to a dungeon? 14 scyl was in his inventory. That didn’t even count the items.
After a few minutes, Bailey took a step back and held his hands as if trapping him right then and there, stuck in the moment, demanding his attention. “Entin . . . there’re things we want and things we need. Is Runnin’ a dungeon somethin’ ya need?”
He started to say Yes. It offered the greatest payout. But it wasn’t just the money, was it? The question summoned forth thoughts of ego and pride. He wanted to prove everyone who thought him to be a dull sprocket wrong.
Was he being selfish. . .?
If he did market Runs between dungeon Runs with Lourne, maybe the kids would have more food on their plates, and maybe they wouldn’t have to worry about losing their home.
When he didn’t answer, Bailey said, “Ya need to find a new way.”
“A new way?”
“Take me with ya. Two Runners gotta be better than one.”
Two Runners. . . .
That wasn’t such a bad idea.
“But, Entin,” Bailey said, sliding her fingers between his and holding tight, “if this doesn’t work, promise me you’ll do market Runs again, okay?”
“Eww!” Ohto yelled from the door that hung ajar, only his eye visible. “She has cooties!”
“Ohto! It’s bedtime,” Ausemnie said from inside.
“But story. I want story!”
Ausemnie pushed the balcony door open, then sighed. “You did promise,” she said to Entin, “and it’s been a while.”
“He did. He did!”
Entin laughed and grabbed the kid, carrying him upside-down before swinging him up to hold him.
“Okay,” Entin said, both to Ohto and Bailey. If he couldn’t make a dungeon Run work with more Runners, then it was time to be practical, responsible.
That thought sprung a swirl of emotions: happiness, he’d be helping everyone more; relief, knowing the pressure to make the impossible possible would be gone; but also forlorn.
Dungeons were exciting places to explore with endless potential. They were fun, challenging, and something new, always changing. One Run could make all the difference. But a hundred failed Runs would do nothing.
He adjusted Ohto onto his hip. “Have I told you about the evil Osaylas and the giant undead snake?”
“Nope!”
“Well then,” Entin said, taking on the air of a storyteller, “I have quite the story to tell.”





Chapter
Eighteen
L ast night’s story had all the kids riveted, peeking out from their covers, candlelight flickering in their eyes. When all was said and done, they refused to let him leave.
“Osay-say will eat us!” Ohto had said. The other kids, even the ones that put forth their very best act of being tough and totally unconcerned, seemed to agree.
Maybe Entin had provided too many details of the floating black skeletons and the projections of their screaming souls.
What made the story worse for all of them, no doubt, was how it wasn’t made up. Osaylas were real monsters in this reality.
To appease their worries, he had retrieved his dagger and left it in the window, tip pressed down into the windowsill. The blade caught the moonlight, glowing a slight yellow.
And when that didn’t work, he sighed and slept with Ohto in his terribly small and cramped bed, feet sticking out over the end.
Ausemnie appeared to think that was an appropriate punishment for scaring everyone.
Perhaps it was.
The next day was a new day, full of possibilities. The market buzzed in the early afternoon, the air cool. Gathering clouds overhead promised a bit of rain. Real rain. Everyone kept looking toward the churning masses of gray with eager anticipation.
Rain simply didn’t exist in the space colony. There were misters in the hydroponic chambers, their walls full of plants, roots hanging freely. But that wasn’t rain, not the real stuff that came down from the sky.
Everything smelled differently. Not a bad smell, though. Kind of like wet dirt. The air felt fresh, alive. Simply being outside filled Entin with a sense of invigoration.
Where the sun broke through the cloud cover, it shined in heavenly rays, painting rainbows out by the mountains where the rain had already started.
It was a good day, and everyone, even the most downtrodden, smiled more. Seeing them like that made him want to fix all the problems of this world so people could be happy.
He crossed a bridge. People had already taken up the available spaces at the sides, fishing poles out, lines in the water. He held Bailey’s hand, pulling her through the throngs of people out shopping.
Booths of all colors were covered in items, the vendors calling out their wares. A woman had her game screen open, motioning toward a manikin with a nice green dress. It turned slowly and—every few seconds—changed to a different dress.
Everything anyone could want lined the street: weapons, armor, furniture, paintings, blankets, sizzling . . . meat. Just one delicious piece cost 60 chyps. The prices were really becoming outrageous.
Bailey tripped and stumbled forward, grabbing hold of his arm. “I don’t quite get what we’re—”
“You’ll see. Got to find a new way, right?”
“Yeah. . . . But I meant we could go together. Why’re we in the market?”
“Tell me, what’s better than two Runners?”
“Umm, three?”
It was all obvious now that he thought about it. Sometimes he could be a slow cog, overly focused on the one true prize.
Bailey wanting to help might have been the answer he had been looking for all along. And should this be his last attempt, he’d go into that cogging dungeon as prepared as possible.
“Four,” he said, then pulled up short.
Triton—one of the most competitive Runners in the market—dove over a wall, hit the ground, Rolled, and Dashed through a group of shoppers. The guy was lean, fast, and always smiling, as if running was all he had ever wanted to do, money or no.
He had a crate with a carrot symbol on the side, carried not with a backpack but under his arm. An icon indicated that the crate—the Stack of items—was half full.
Triton slammed his hand down on a vendor’s table. “Boom!” He bowed to the left, then the right, tossing his vibrant blue hair about. “Thank you. Thank you! I’ll take your brilliant bets and stuff any day, old man.”
The vendor scowled. He was a wiry man with a pale face of unkempt white facial hair. The man tapped his screen, and the Stack of carrots burst apart into brown and orange pixels, then disappeared.
Triton turned and, upon seeing Entin, smiled larger, showing off his white teeth that contrasted his light-bronze skin. “Well, if it isn’t the second-fastest Runner in the market. Beat your time to the Upper West Bench by a whole twenty-three seconds!”
“Oh?” Entin said. “And what were you carrying?”
“Well, you know, just the normal: box of carrots and stuff from this old fogey.”
The vendor scrunched his brow. “I heard that!”
“Heard what? I said, ‘I’m looking for a nice long hoagie.’ ”
“You did? Wouldn’t mind a hoagie myself, now that you mention it. Haven’t seen many fresh tomatoes. . . .”
Entin crossed his arms. “Only twenty-three seconds faster? Talk to me when you start with a quarter of your Stamina and have two boxes of potatoes.”
Triton laughed. “Two! What the hell, man? You’re a monster.”
“So, where’s Aayra?”
“Off on a Run or something. Haven’t seen her much. She’s saving up money for . . . well, you know her, it’s probably some new crazy idea-thing. She’s Running for multiple vendors. Less per Run, but more Runs.”
Triton plopped down on the pillows reserved for Runners and triggered his inventory. A blurred window appeared, outlined in a braid of blue and silver. He tapped a few times, and a vial of water materialized.
“Hi . . . Bay,” Triton said, his eyes lingered on Bailey for a second, then he pulled the cork and downed the contents. “Are you still not talking to me?”
She humphed.
“Remind me again what I did to offend you so much. Or would that break your sacred vow of silence?”
“Like ya don’t know. Ya stole my Run.”
“I can’t steal Runs, girlio. You’re either available or not. If Aayra was anything to go by, it’s pretty obvious that none of us are exclusive to anyone. Anyway,” he said, turning to Entin, “heard you quit being a Runner. What brings you here today?”
“Quit?” Entin said, mocking surprise. “You heard wrong. I merely leveled up.”
“What you talking about?”
Entin brushed imaginary dirt from his shoulder. “Oh, you know, Running the market just isn’t my thing anymore. The pay is terrible, no respect, and once you hit the top, there’s no way to advance anymore. Congrats, Triton, you’re at the top of a dead-end job.”
Triton narrowed his eyes and deposited his now-empty vial back into his inventory. “I can do anything you do and more. Try me.”
“Hmm, not sure you’d be up for it.”
“Stop laying the smack, bro. Tell me what it is!”
“Dungeon Running.”
Triton coughed, then laughed. “You— Wait, this is golden and stuff. You’re Running dungeons? How does that even work? Some client wants you to run to the end and back to feed their morbid fetish? They like watching dented kids die or something?”
“No clients, no contract times, just a boatload of coin.”
“Prove it.”
Entin swiped his index and middle finger in the air toward the left, opening his inventory screen directly. He tapped the dagger and held his hand out, letting the silver and gold pixels of light materialize into cold steel.
“Got this on my last Run,” Entin said. Well, it was his last successful Run, but that detail wasn’t important.
Triton hopped up from the pillows and took the blade. He whistled and slid a finger along the edge, slicing a pink line through his skin. “Owe, sharp!”
“Duh. . . .” Bailey said, looking skyward.
Triton Dashed toward the vendor. “Yo, Mentof, how much is this thing worth?”
The vendor pointed his fingers at the blade and twisted his wrist. The air in front of him distorted, then his game screen materialized in lines of yellow.
“Let’s see, let’s see. . . .” Mentof murmured. He tapped his screen a few times and summoned smaller windows. “I’m no weapons vendor, you see? But I’ve talked with Naywell a few times. She really knows her stuff. Maybe you should ask—”
“Just ballpark it and stuff,” Triton said.
“Fine. Probably around three . . . hmm, maybe four scyl?”
“You serious!”
Entin grabbed the dagger, which dissolved into pixels, finding a place in his inventory. “No tricks, Triton. Whatever we find, we split it equally.”
Triton looked at Bailey. “Bailey, too?”
She glared. “It was my idea to make a party.”
The guy laughed, nodding. He slapped Entin on the back. “You are a brilliant shiny cog, my friend, the second-fastest Runner, but a brilliant cog. Time and place. I’ll be there.”
“With Aayra,” Entin said.
“Come on. You serious? Equal split is starting to sound worse by the second.”
“We need four for this. Just convince her to come, alright?”
“Fine fine, I’ll talk to her.”
Mentof yelled for Triton, saying something about a timed run. “You fail this one, and you pay me back my last bet!”
“You got it, you handsome young gent,” Triton said and turned back to Entin. “Send the info to my Mail-thing. I’ll be there.” He grabbed a small crate of beats and Dashed away.
The vendor murmured something and slouched into his chair.
Bailey huffed, staring out across the market. “Those coggin’ goons are back.” She pointed at three guys who blocked the path between the market and the main street that ran south.
One jumped in front of a Runner, knocking the girl down. Her crate hit the ground at the corner, and the wood splintered. -184 in white lifted from the wood before the Stack burst into pixels.
She knelt in the street, dumbfounded, her fingers stretched out to where the box was a moment before. She buried her face into her arm, shoulders shaking.
Entin ground his teeth.
The girl would lose reputation for that. No sensible vendor would hire a Runner with a bad reputation. And just to make sure she hit rock bottom, the value of the items would be deducted from her account.
Bailey balled her fists. “Why ain’t the guards doin’ anythin’ about it! They’re menaces!”
It was true. The guards didn’t seem to care. One walked by, a frown on his face, but otherwise didn’t say a word to the three guys terrorizing the workers.
Well . . . if the guards wouldn’t do anything, maybe the menaces could be useful for something else. Entin smiled, an idea forming.
He told Bailey to stay put, then approached the guys with an offer they couldn’t possibly refuse.





Chapter
Nineteen
E ntin stood at the center of a small clearing in the forest just beyond the waypoint stone. Real rain sprinkled down from above, tapping leaves, playing notes that mixed with birdsong and the distant background music.
The melody was nostalgic. He always loved instrumental music, particularly string quartets that both soothed and excited. His favorite songs, unfortunately, were now eternally lost.
He forced that thought away.
The Wilds always had the right smell of nature, of plants and dirt and flowers. It also carried the lingering risk of being attacked. But most mobs were further in the forest.
He once saw a Gunthek riding a Pa’unog. The Guntheks were quite similar to yellow-bellied frogs with beaks that walked upright, wielding bone spears. Their warriors, however, grew thick scales, giving them natural armor.
Pa’unogs were muscular hoglike creatures. They grew nearly four feet tall, had several jagged tusks, and their fluffy hair was green like their Gunthek masters.
Entin scanned the forest just in case but found nothing. Or nothing aggressive.
A Plusuk bug hovered its bulky self in the air on tiny wings that beat feverishly to keep it off the ground. It used an elephant-like trunk to gather nectar from flowers.
“Why did we have to meet in the Wilds?” Aayra asked in a slight Indian accent. She dismissed her yellow game screen after—most likely—checking the time.
It was late afternoon, the time most Runners slept on pillows before the big evening rush. It was probably the only reason she agreed to come: nothing better to do.
Aayra was a thin girl, maybe seventeen or eighteen, and carried the poise of intelligence, noticeable by how her sharp golden eyes evaluated the world and—unlike Triton—how she never said anything she didn’t very well intend to say.
She was of average height with straight black hair and light-brown skin. In the physical world, she had thick glasses. Of course, such things weren’t needed here: no disabilities, no sickness, no real death.
She, by anyone’s standard, was a real dork of a girl who always found her arcane projects more interesting than people.
Entin faced the small group. Triton had his hand up, and Bailey stood a few feet to the side with her arms crossed. “If you can’t stomach the Wilds, there’s no chance you’ll handle a dungeon. Got to test your mettle.” He sighed and pointed to Triton. “What?”
“Why we naked and stuff?”
“You’re not naked,” Entin said.
Triton pinched his default brown shirt and pulled at it. “I feel naked. . . .”
“Can’t lose anythin’,” Bailey said, “if ya don’t got anythin’.”
“Look, guys,” Entin said, “what we’re doing here isn’t normal. What we’ll do in the dungeon has never been done before. So, there are a few oddities and a few lessons I need to pass along.”
“Hell, if it gets us loot,” Triton said, “I’m game for whatever.”
Entin nodded, took a breath, and talked about dungeons. He talked about how they changed after each reset, the different types of mobs he had seen, and how the goal wasn’t to kill mobs but to get loot.
“Exploit. Extract. Exit,” Entin said. They were words he had been mulling over all day. “This is the motto of the dungeon Runner. We’re not here to play by the rules. We’re—”
“— here for the loot, baby!” Triton said, grinning. “But if we’re not killing monster-things, how do we get loot?”
“Dungeons have treasure chests all over the place. Some are hidden and guarded by a challenge—those are prime treasures, and they pay out the best—though there are also normal chests, often surrounded by mobs.”
Aayra slid her finger along her nose and nodded. “Obviously, we’re dungeon thieves. It’s about aggro and coordination.”
“Yes. And death. We’re going to die. In fact, it’s part of the strategy. Don’t go into the dungeon thinking you’re going to live.”
Triton nodded enthusiastically. “Death doesn’t scare me. I could handle a few monster-things without a sweat. Show me the money!”
“It won’t just be a few deaths,” Entin said. “The dungeon is built to kill adventurers. And adventurers have loads of armor and weapons and know what they are doing. When we get in there, all of you need to follow my orders.”
“Yeah-yeah, that’s fine,” Triton said. “So when do we start?”
“Tomorrow. Morning is the best time. We’ll all have full Stamina, and if we wipe, we can try again.”
“Bah! You want us to give up a day of Running for this? Why are we even here, then?”
And that was the real problem. Every Runner in the party would lose money by not doing their market Runs.
Aayra seemed to be mulling this over, brows pulled together, calculating potential profit against risk.
“Why, Triton,” Entin said, shoving his doubts under his figurative rug, “you didn’t think you could waltz right into a dungeon without practice, did you?”
Bailey groaned and pointed. “What’re they doin’ here?”
Entin turned. The three goons from earlier stepped into the clearing, looking from side to side. They wore normal clothes but no armor. “You found the place, good!”
“Ya invited them?” Bailey asked, her forehead pinched. She put her hands on her hips and glared.
“Got a problem with us, lady?” Frenk asked. He was the leader of the small gang and looked the part: tall, black hair, blue eyes, a strong jaw, and beige skin, wearing a black leather jacket.
His two sidekicks—Seb and Theo—had matching black hair and eyes, as if they were all related or only hung out with people that looked the same. They weren’t as full of unruly confidence as Frenk, though. They stayed back and let their leader do all of the talking.
“We’re already at four members,” Aayra said. “The dungeon is limited to six, and they aren’t Runners.”
Frenk grinned. “Looks like one of you will just have to get lost.”
“I invited them for a different reason,” Entin said. “They won’t be joining us.”
“What! You talked about a dungeon and said we were gonna make some coin.”
“I don’t think that’s how it went. I talked about a dungeon, sure, but I never invited you. I only said you could make some coin if you came here today. And I didn’t lie.”
He summoned the dagger and turned to Triton. “How much did you say this was worth?”
“Mentof said around four scyl, wasn’t it?”
“I think you’re right. I imagine four scyl could buy a bunch of food.” Entin swiped the game screen to the left, which brought up the character interactions screen.
“Alright, Frenk,” he said, summoning a contract, “I’ve got a proposition for you.” He entered the names of the three goons. A Blueprint appeared, and he created a circle with a twenty-foot diameter. “I’ll wager this dagger—worth about four scyl—that you can’t kill me within three minutes or knock me out of the circle. You and your friends each get a try.”
“And what are you getting out of this?” Frenk asked.
Entin shrugged. “A demonstration on how to avoid dying. And, if you can’t win, the contract allows me to sentence you three to the city prison for a month should you mess with any of the Runners again.”
“Ha! Could be a year for all I care. Only the four of us can enter the circle?”
“That’s right. And you can use this dagger if you’d like.”
Frenk took the dagger and grinned. “And what stops me from keeping this?”
“You don’t know?” Entin asked, genuinely surprised. Ownership records were a big deal to a Runner. Screw up the record, lose the job.
Frenk glared his answer.
“The record on the item,” Aayra said, drawing everyone’s attention. “Entin is the official owner. If you take it, the vendors will obviously see that you stole it.”
Frenk pointed the dagger at Entin. “You’re a slow cog, worse than a mine rat, right guys?” They laughed. “More dented than a Remainder. You got dirt in your cogs.”
“So . . .” Entin said, drawing out the word, “does that mean you agree to the terms? Or are the odds not clearly in your favor enough?”
“Give me the contract,” Frenk said, ripping the paper out of Entin’s hands. The guy scanned it, then grinned. He whispered something to Theo, who also grinned and passed the message along as if playing some telephone game over the bully network.
Frenk pressed his thumb to the paper and tapped the dialog window that materialized. He had his friends do the same, and the contract disappeared.
Entin turned to the others and told them not to enter the circle or he’d lose. “In the dungeon,” he said, not one to waste an opportunity to teach his students, “there’s danger—”
“Entin!” Bailey screamed.
Entin whipped around just as Frenk thrust the dagger, grazing Entin’s side and spilling a red -94 into the air. A pink damage mark revealed where the cut got him, stinging like a tiny pinch.
Frenk laughed. “Am I ruining your demonstration?” He lunged, the Speed perk on the dagger aiding him.
Entin sidestepped the dagger and grinned. “Guess you’ve started the clock.” He stepped to the side again, dodging another jab.
Frenk growled, slashing the steel in large arcs, over and over. He had no control over the weapon, no idea how to use it effectively. Then again, neither did Entin. Someone like Lourne would have made a concerted, focused attack.
Where Frenk lacked in skill, he made up for in sheer will or anger. He was a madman with a blade, swishing it through the air at all angles, nicking his prey a little here and there but always coming up short of dealing any real damage.
Entin triggered the second variant of Roll, avoiding the last attack that would have pushed him out of the circle. He smirked and stood, facing Frenk, then started moving backward again, counting the seconds.
“Fight, you little coward!” Frenk yelled.
“I’m not here to fight. I’m here to show your incompetence.”
“Cocky little brat. You don’t got a Redeemer’s chance in court, you know that? I’m gonna take this dagger, and you can go cry back to all the cogging Runners I’ve bested.”
“Is that what you call it? You think this is a game, and those people you’ve hurt are simply your opponents?”
“Of course it’s a game. Look around! This isn’t our world. None of this is real, so who cares if they fail some worthless job.” He charged, and Entin jumped back. “You think you’re sooo smart, but you’re not even good with contracts.”
Just as Frenk said it, someone grabbed Entin’s left arm from behind, then his right. Seb and Theo were in the circle, flashing wide grins like they had found bubblegum stuck to the bottom of a desk to chew.
“That ain’t fair,” Bailey yelled. “Supposed’ta fight one-on-one!” She stepped toward the circle.
“Stay back!” Entin yelled, and Triton grabbed her before she could cross the line.
“Yeah, stay back, little lady,” Frenk said. “Watch me cut your boy toy up with his own dagger.” He shook his head. “You Runners really do have a screw loose, don’t you?”
Frenk plunged the dagger into Entin’s stomach. It burned, and he let out a breath, bending forward, arms stuck as if in blocks of cement. A -119 in red rose from the frenzied pink damage mark.
The brute pulled the blade free and jabbed it in again, then again and again, forcing small spasms of pain through Entin’s stomach.
The pain was only there to let him know he was hurt, that he had lost health. It burned and stung for only a moment.
But that sensation, as weak as it may be, meant he was losing health, fast. A Flash message revealed his health as 183/1,000. Two more hits, or maybe even a critical blow, and he’d be gone.
“Oh, come on!” Triton yelled.
Aayra stood next to him, glaring but remaining silent. She understood the terms of the agreement. And there was nothing any of them could do.
“In a dungeon,” Entin said, “you’re faced with impossible odds. It’s never fair.” Frenk pulled the dagger free. “Life’s not fair.”
“Yeah, you dull sprocket,” Frenk said. “Thanks for the dagger.” He turned the blade in his hand and hooked it downward for a headshot.
Entin triggered Dash, angling it upward. 10 Stamina drained away, and the world blurred. The moment reality snapped back into place, Seb and Theo—having been pulled along—suddenly let go. They crashed to the dirt, and Entin landed on Frenk’s neck.
The guy staggered backward three steps.
“Nope, not that way!” Entin yelled.
He threw his weight to the side and back, making Frenk turn, then triggered Handspring. The skill’s automation took over. Entin thrust toward the ground, both hands connecting with the dirt.
Handsprings required a lot of force to spring back to one’s feet. In this case, however, Entin still had the bully clamped between his legs. All the force ripped the leader goon forward, and, at the apex of such a motion, Entin let go.
Frenk yelped. His body crashed into Seb and Theo, who had scrambled back to their feet, and the three of them collapsed to the ground.
The circle shattered into thousands of blue pixels that quickly faded away.
Bailey jumped up and down, clapping. Triton wore his natural grin. And Aayra pinched her chin, nodding slowly, then wrote something down on a pad of yellow paper.
Entin stood and retrieved his dagger. It burst apart, finding a place in his inventory.
“The lesson here,” he said, “to be a dungeon Runner, you need to accept that life isn’t fair, that pain is a part of it, and you always have to think outside of the box to win.”
“Wait!” Frenk yelled, shoving Seb off of him. “It’s not over. We still have time!”
“You left the circle,” Entin said with casual indifference.
“You didn’t say anything about that!”
“I thought you were contract savvy, the smart one. Maybe read the contract next time.”
Entin summoned the contract, and it materialized from streams of white pixels, wrapped in a little blue ribbon. He handed it to Bailey.
Frenk stood, face darkening, eyes slanted into wedges like some evil cartoon villain. “I’m gonna beat all the red numbers out of you and see how you like that!”
“Oh, you’re telling me you want to go to jail?” Entin asked, feigning surprise. “I don’t think that’ll suit you well.”
Bailey grinned mischievously, waving the contract. “If ya so much as sneeze on a Runner, yer all goin’ away.”
“Not happening!” Frenk yelled, shaking his head. “My dad is the captain of the City Watch.”
“Contracts are contracts,” Entin said, shrugging. “You agreed to the terms. Your daddy can’t fix that. You’ll simply have to get along without being a dick. That’s such a terrible way to live. . . .”
Theo grabbed Frenk’s arm. “Let’s get gone, man. I don’t wanna go to jail.”
“Let go of me!” Frenk yelled, then thrust a finger at Entin. “You think this is over? Just you wait, you cogging dulick. You’re gonna regret this day a thousand times over.”
And with that, he turned and marched away.
“Boom! That- was- brilliant,” Triton yelled. “And, I’ve gotta say, Dashing upward? Didn’t know that was a thing. So, now what do we do?”
“Now?” Entin asked. “Now we practice.”





Chapter
Twenty
E ntin stepped out from the dungeon portal into a glowing blue room enclosed in curving glass. It was like stepping into a giant bubble. Beyond that bubble was a new world set deep underwater, a world of bright colors.
Schools of fish danced together, their scales shimmering in yellow and white. Starfish wrapped every jagged surface. Coral covered the seafloor—a forest of alien trees—each a different color and shape, housing tiny gobies that skittered from one nook to the next.
Music made from a marimba played in the distance, casually rolling the pitch up and down the scale. Each note lingered and merged with the others, creating an almost relaxing soundscape.
Entin took a few steps away from the portal to avoid blocking the entrance. The floor here wasn’t of brick, fancy rugs, or marble but rippled white sand that shifted underfoot.
Glass orbs hovered about the walls, each housing a friendly flame. Some of them smiled, some cheered silently. Most of them, however, seemed perpetually astonished. They slowly turned from side to side as if saying, No, not again. . . .
They really didn’t have much confidence in him. Perhaps his entire lack of armor, weapons, or any gear whatsoever was their reasoning. Or maybe it was because they—assuming they were the same flames as before—had watched him shatter into bits of light, over and over.
“Eww!” Bailey said, stepping out from the portal and into the room. She swiped at her arms but then found herself to be perfectly dry. She wrinkled her nose, then looked around. “Wow. . . .”
Triton emerged from the portal. He immediately crashed into Bailey, sending her stumbling forward into Entin’s arms.
“Bay!” Triton said. “What part of the instruction-things wasn’t clear? ‘Step in and away from the portal.’ And here I thought you were smart stuff.”
Bailey humphed and crossed her arms. “Well, ain’t no one said I’d be walkin’ through cold jello, and . . . well . . . I got distracted.” She motioned to the colorful world beyond the walls.
Triton raised an eyebrow. “We’re underwater?”
Aayra was the last to step through the portal and subsequently crashed into his back. She narrowed her eyes, lips pressed into a line.
“Blame Bay!” he said, then added, pointing to Bailey, “I don’t want to hear it. Nope. Not from you.”
The glass wall behind Aayra morphed and folded, closing the portal. The only indicator that the portal—their exit point—was still there was the soft outline of the portal’s icon: one large octahedron surrounded by four smaller ones.
“So this is a dungeon-place?” Triton asked.
“Obviously,” Aayra said.
“Well, yeah. But I wasn’t expecting it to be so colorful. Entin made it sound like doom and gloom, you know?”
“They’re all different,” Entin said, remembering the moment he stepped into his first dungeon. The place was dark, mildewy, and full of mystery. This dungeon had a lot more charm going for it. “Don’t let your guard down just because it’s pretty.”
A large shadow shifted across the room, followed by a low resonating rumble that quickly climbed in pitch.
“Is that,” Bailey said, cupping her mouth, eyes wide, “a whale?” She nearly squeaked. “I’ve only seen pictures. It’s huge!”
The whale was a deep blue with knobby protrusions on its head and wavy grooves along its neck. A second whale swam around the first, emitting another of the long, humming sounds that seemed to complement the music.
Bailey turned. “Ya never told me dungeons were so cool. What else have ya seen?”
“Monsters,” Entin said. “Lots of monsters that want to kill you.”
“Pfft. Yer no fun.”
“Maybe, just maybe,” Triton said, picking at his default shirt again, “you wouldn’t die so much if you actually had some armor and stuff. I know . . . I know. . . . What an odd concept, that.”
Entin let out an annoyed breath. They had no idea what a real dungeon was like. This entrance into a fascinating world was only a distraction.
Distractions get you killed.
“The next time we Run a dungeon,” he said, “bring whatever you want. But if you lose it, don’t complain to me.”
“You at least brought your dagger, right?”
“Of course not!”
“I just think you could use the speed boost. That’s— Hey!” Triton yelled, his voice echoing. “Is that your secret with the speed Runs? Got a little extra boost going on?”
“Shh! You’re going to aggro the mobs. I haven’t been in this dungeon before, so I don’t know what we’re up against. And if we all die in this room, the mobs will still be here the moment we try to return.”
“Yeah-yeah, alright,” he said in a whisper. “So . . . you’ve been cheating and stuff on your Runs, haven’t you?”
Entin sighed. “I haven’t done any market Runs since I got the dagger.” And he desperately didn’t want to return to the market. This was his last chance to make a big difference.
Triton cocked his head and squinted. “You sure. . .?”
“Triton, I’m still the fastest cogging Runner, with or without the dagger.”
“You know, I’m going to make you eat those words one of these days. No packages. Full Stamina. Nooo dagger. We’re going to have a race, you and me, from the Southern District to somewhere in the Upper West Bench.”
“And when you lose,” Entin said, “you’ll drop the matter?”
Aayra rolled her eyes. “No one cares who is the fastest. I make the most money, which is far more important.”
“Yeah?” Entin asked. “How much are you bringing in a day, Aayra?”
“Sixty-three chyps yesterday,” she said and tucked a lock of black hair behind her ear. “No timed runs, either. I don’t even have to use my skills beyond Sprint. I stack the jobs so I can make multiple deliveries at once.”
That was a significant chunk over what Entin had been getting, running his Stamina into the ground. But even so, and since this world had ten-day weeks, Aayra was still only making around 6 scyl a week. “I think we can do better.”
Triton, at the promise of money, energetically snapped to attention and saluted. “What’s the plan, boss?”
A loud whoosh of a sound echoed into the room. Everyone froze, eyes glued to the one and only opening to the rest of the dungeon: a wide archway. There was no physical door, only a veil of thin energy giving off a pearlescent glow.
“What was that?” Bailey asked in a whisper.
Entin held up a finger, then walked to the archway. The veil shimmered in different colors, like oil on water. He tentatively tapped it, producing a ripple but nothing else. It gave off no sensation whatsoever, a sort of illusion or dungeon aesthetic.
The hallway was curved like a tube, half-filled with coarse white sand. Various plant life brushed the glass from the outside. There wasn’t anything else there except for astonished flames waiting for the worst possible outcome.
“Do you know what that was?” Entin asked the nearest flame.
It closed its mouth and nodded.
“Is it dangerous?”
It pinched its eyes together in thought, then rocked left to right. It didn’t know. But that was better than a definitive yes.
Bailey giggled, appearing next to him. “It’s so cute.” The flame smiled and nodded in agreement. “Can we take it outta the dungeon?”
The flame jerked back and shrunk, eyes wide. It shook its body vigorously and then extinguished itself, leaving the glass orb empty and that part of the hallway a little darker.
“Oh no. . . .” Bailey said. “Come back, little flame.”
“Way to offend it.”
“Y’know I didn’t mean to. Little flames like that could be so fun for the kids, is all.”
Entin smiled and poked her side. “I’m teasing. It’s part of the dungeon. From what I’ve gathered, if it’s not loot, you can’t take it.”
“Suppose that makes sense.”
He turned back to his party. “Okay, we have the roles we practiced yesterday. Bailey is the Grabber—”
“I want to be a Distractor,” she said.
“Bailey, you’re the slowest one here.”
“I’m not slow!” She placed her hands on her hips.
“Shh!” Triton added oh so helpfully.
“No, you’re not,” Entin said. “But compared to Triton and Aayra? Besides, the Grabber has the most important job.” And when she didn’t seem convinced, he added, “When I go out with the adventurers, I’m their Grabber. I ensure that, no matter what terrible thing happens to the party, I get the loot out. That’s your job. Get the loot, get it out, stay alive.”
Bailey looked to the side, then nodded. Being insurance wasn’t the most fun of the jobs, though this wasn’t meant to be fun.
This was Entin’s one and only chance to convince the others that being a dungeon Runner was a valuable and worthwhile pursuit.
“And we’re the Distractors,” Triton said. “We’re going to laugh in Death’s ugly face, over and over until he’s totally sick of us. That and pull the attention from Bay so she can make us all rich.”
“Yes,” Entin said, “and I’m—”
“You’re the sneaky Scout that tells everyone else what to do, then sits back and watches.”
“I do a lot more than that, you dulick.”
Aayra frowned. “Guys, I’ve never died before.”
“Sure you have,” Triton said. “You got your brain shoved through a juice maker thing, and now you’re here.”
“Ugh, don’t remind me. I can still feel the grinding at the back of my skull.”
Bailey cupped her mouth. “Ya got the Echo? That’s gotta be terrible.”
“It’s not as bad as before. The first few days, I couldn’t do anything but lay in bed. Now it’s more of a distant grinding, only there if I think about it,” Aayra said, then touched the back of her head.
“Death isn’t bad,” Entin said.
“Says the masochist.”
“Don’t be a wimp,” Triton said, slapping Aayra on the back. “I’m sure death only feels like eternal agony for a few minutes.”
“Really?” Bailey asked, concern slipping into her voice.
“Guys,” Entin said, sighing, “I’ve died a dozen times. Your essence ascends to the Celestial Plane, and you select your respawn location. There’s no agony besides the bit of pain we’ve all felt falling during a Run.”
Bailey slugged Triton. “Yer a coggin’ dulick.”
Triton grinned. He seemed to like teasing Bailey. “Ha!” he said, pointing to his arm. “Didn’t hurt a bit.”
Entin walked through the archway—through the energetic veil—and the others followed, murmuring one thing or another. He reminded them to be quiet—again—and let out a breath.
Lourne didn’t seem to have any problems being a leader. How did he go about it? Perhaps it was easier because Ruben and Jantonon understood what was at stake. To them, this was a job. To Entin’s party, it was an exciting field trip.
The end of the hallway had another veil of energy. Every archway probably had one. This one connected the hallway to a large globe, four stories high.
The curving walls were covered in shelves and books. Tall ladders on wheels were attached to the shelves, and on them . . . mobs.





Chapter
Twenty-One
E ntin immediately crouched behind one of the many desks, and the others, thankfully, followed his example. Across the floor and on ladders were short scaly fish with arms and legs.
For the first time since stepping into the dungeon, his party was completely silent. All it took was a room full of monsters.
“This place stinks,” Triton whispered. “Like fish.”
Aayra gave him a pointed look. “You don’t always have to say what you’re thinking.”
Bailey scrunched her nose. “The fish have legs.”
“Guys,” Entin said, letting the edge in his voice communicate all that needed to be communicated. They fell silent again.
The main floor was covered in small desks strewn about with no eye to organization. Little flames hovered within orbs near the desks, all watching Entin to see in what magnificent fashion he would die this time.
If they could talk—rather than staring holes into him—they probably would be busy making bets. Instead, they lit the room in a soft glow, making it easy to count mobs.
Eight mobs were walking between shelves, carrying books to and from, stacking them on tables, then removing them from other tables, all acting in a mindless cycle.
There were also fish warriors with heavy fish-scale armor, holding rods of sharpened coral as their weapons. These mobs stood at the sides of two other archways.
He quickly summoned an Information Box on a fish that had just finished stacking and clearing books from a table for the third time.
¤ Natambulo Apprentice [Lvl. 5]
» Pronunciation: /nay·tam·bue·low/
» This member of the Natambulo species is a low-ranked apprentice. However, do not let that fool you. Apprentices, unlike the [Natambulo Guard], have learned a few water-based spells from the [Natambulo Pruden].
·
« Quests
» Collect 0/20 Natambulo scales. [Learn More]
» Kill 0/5 Natambulo Apprentices. [Learn More]
·
« Stats
» Health: (unknown)
» Armor: (unknown)
» Strength: (unknown)
» Speed: (unknown)
» Resource: (unknown)
» Stamina: (unknown)
» Familiar Energy: (unknown)
So they used magic like the Osaylas. And their patrol route between shelves and desks circled a small weathered chest that sat at the center of the room.
It was a golden opportunity to run some tests. Whether or not they found a treasure room—and whether or not they succeeded in extracting the treasure—this would at least get them something.
“Alright,” he said, “we don’t know a lot about the Natambulo or—”
“The what?” Triton asked.
“That’s what the fish people are called. Anyway, we need information, and there’s a chest in this room. Triton and Aayra, congratulations, you get to die.”
Aayra frowned.
“Look,” he said, “every time you frown like that, you’re telling me you’re not ready for this. I get that you’re scared. I was scared my first time, too. But the fastest way over that is to just see what it’s like.”
“I’ve lost health before,” Aayra said, more to herself than in reply.
“That’s all that’s going to happen. It’s not pleasant, though it’s not bad. If it makes you feel any better, go ahead and kick one in the face before you make your grand departure.”
“What do I do?” Triton asked, brushing back his blue hair, grinning. He seemed to be putting on a front to impress Aayra or . . . show her up? Knowing him, probably the latter: I can die better than you!
“We need to know the aggro distance of the apprentices and guards. We also need to know how fast they move, the range of their attacks, the effects of those attacks, and how much damage they do. Besides those things, we don’t have any information about the dungeon, the layout, or other potential mobs.”
“So. . . .” Triton said.
Entin sighed. “Just run through the room and down the left hall there. After you die, come back and let me know what you’ve found. I’ll do my best to figure out everything else.”
“Brilliant!” he yelled, and all the mobs turned. One dropped its books, which made a muffled sound against the sand, and two others started wiggling their oddly flat heads back and forth, mouths gaping as if they were fish out of water . . . which they were. . . .
“Go!” Entin said, and Triton jumped forward onto a desk. He ran across the tops, knocking books to the ground and ramming through floating orbs. The flames inside those orbs shouted silent curses as they spun in the air.
“What about me?” Aayra asked. She had her yellow notebook out with a list: aggro distance, speed, attack range, effects, damage, layout, other mobs.
Entin motioned to the notebook. “Brains are better than speed. And you can tell Triton I said that.” She smiled a rare smile, and was that a blush? “Take the right hallway.”
She nodded, then her notebook dispersed into yellow pixels. Unlike inventory items—items that would drop upon her death in a dungeon—the notebook was a System feature of her game screen.
She waited for a count of five, then sprinted around the right side of the curving wall to the now unguarded archway.
Small vortexes of water formed above the apprentices, then blasts of blue light launched across the room, slicing into Triton. Some of them had to have been forty feet away, dealing 80 to 110 damage.
Bailey moved forward, eyes locked on the chest.
Entin grabbed her arm. “First rule of loot, only pick it up when it’s completely safe. Even if it’s dropped loot, it’ll stay there for three hours.”
She nodded. A few seconds later, both Triton and Aayra were through the archways, leaving the room empty except for the flames that were still spinning, now with spiraling dizzy lines above their heads.
“Now?” Bailey asked.
Entin nodded, and she ran to her first chest. This was always the best part of any dungeon, the loot, the chests: boxes like presents, full of value or junk. Not knowing which it would be made tapping them all the more exciting.
She climbed over the desks. Little flame guys near her winking out as if to escape some terrible monster trying to steal them from their home. She didn’t seem to notice.
Were he alone, he wouldn’t have been able to get the chest. Were he alone, it’d take a chunk of time to evaluate the mobs, their abilities, damage, and everything else. Having fodder to throw at the dungeon sure made things easier.
The music had changed. The tempo was quicker, as if they were in battle, even though no one was in the room anymore. It was probably because Triton and Aayra were being attacked.
Entin scanned the giant globe of a room, always looking for a hidden treasure bead. Just a little shimmer would do, but all the shelves and books made it difficult to search. Then again, what were the odds of finding a treasure room so close to the entrance?
There was no telling how long the mobs would be gone. They may simply stay wherever Triton and Aayra died or rush back to their original positions, returning to their mundane cycles. This was yet another bit of information to gather and use to exploit the dungeon.
Bailey climbed over another table near the center and eagerly tapped the old treasure chest. It probably had nothing more than a sea slug or old toenail clippings. Treasures were enigmas containing an eccentric assortment of possibilities.
Instead of a game screen revealing the chest’s inventory, a small purple dialogue box appeared in front of her. She shrugged, looking a bit confused, and tapped it.
“What was that?” Entin asked, making his way toward her.
Parts of the treasure chest started to flake away. The orange-brown rust turned to streams of pixels, lifting up into the air and leaving polished steel behind. The wood cracked and grew. Little swirls of decoration danced across the surface.
Bailey’s eyes were wide. “Did I screw it up?”
“What did the dialog box say?”
“Don’t know, it was a poem or somethin’. Eh . . . I just hit the Accept button.”
A poem. . .? A riddle! “Do you remember what it said?”
She clenched her teeth and sucked in a breath, then clicked her tongue. “No? Not really. Somethin’ about books and hooks.
What do—”
Entin held up a hand to quiet her. The chest had stopped changing, now with a purple diamond at the center and a large red lock.
But there was also a tiny sound: something close and constant, a sound that promised nothing good.
Click. Click. Click.
It sounded like a timer. . . .
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H ooks and books . . .
Hooks and books. . .?
Click. Click. Click.
Entin snapped his fingers, trying to think. Then the obvious solution popped into his mind. “Open your game screen,” he told Bailey.
She nodded and swiped her index and middle finger up an invisible sheet of glass, trailing purple pixels. “Now what?”
“Do you have any icons at the top?”
“There’s nothin’!”
“Check your Messages screen, and make it so I can see.”
She tapped something, and the blurred contents of her screen became clear. Then she opened her History tab of recent messages. “Nothin’. . . .”
“Cogs! And you don’t remember anything else?”
“I-I don’t! I’m sorry,” she said, eyebrows pinched together.
Click. Click. Click.
“Boom, baby! First death!” Triton yelled, running into the room. “Did I beat Aayra?”
“Hardly,” Aayra said from the archway she had run through.
“You didn’t die?”
“There were no mobs, just another room full of books and no other hallways.”
“Guys,” Entin yelled. “This is a challenge chest. It has—”
A loud click! sounded. The ground shook, and the room simultaneously turned and lowered. The desks crumbled to pixels and vanished.
Aayra grimaced, then jumped on the moving platform. And Triton, not one to be outdone, did the same.
Bailey tumbled to the sand.
Entin tried to help her but lost his balance and landed next to her, holding to the ground as it fell. A veil of energy—shimmering in pearlescent colors—shifted through them from below.
A moment later, the floor stopped moving. They were now in a dark underground chamber with offshoot tunnels and stone columns forming a ring around the center. Blue flames ignited from torches on the walls and columns, filling the expansive chamber with flickering light.
A loud whoosh echoed through the dungeon, followed by a crack!
There was something outside the glass globe far above them, something massive and black. It slammed against the glass, shooting cracks in every which way. Water sprayed through those cracks, raining down and stopping at the veil thirty feet overhead.
The ceiling shattered.
Entin grabbed Bailey and triggered the second variant of Dash. They both shot forward into a blur of shadows, then as reality snapped back together, something landed behind them: a monstrous abomination of crab claws and flailing tentacles.
A face emerged: large, ugly, half-fish, half-demon with an assortment of green eyes of random size and a mouth full of jagged shark teeth. It was as if the AI took every sea creature and blended them together.
It shrieked a cogging terrible sound and arched a tentacle—black, slimy, and a good two feet thick—through the air at Entin and Bailey.
She Dashed away, though his Dash was still on cooldown. He triggered Roll, kicking up sand just before the tentacle slammed against the ground.
“What the hell is that!” Triton asked.
“A . . . monster?” Aayra said.
“A boss!” Entin said. It was the very first one he had seen. They were all supposed to be terrifying and powerful—check and check—requiring a full party of experienced adventurers to kill. No one had ever done it before.
Wrapped around the ugly head, fifteen feet off the ground, shimmered a golden chain with a key at the end. And beneath the nightmare of oceans was the locked treasure chest.
Six dark tunnels lit up in a soft glow from terrified white flames, clearly not wanting to be present. And in those tunnels were dozens of the Natambulo Guards, marching out. Unlike the apprentices, the fighters had jagged teeth, chomping at the air as if excited for battle.
“Triton, aggro the mobs!” Entin yelled.
Triton grinned and sprinted across three tunnel openings, yelling, “You stinking fish can’t catch me!” And it did the trick quite nicely. They charged after him, and he Dashed into a tunnel.
“Aayra! You’re on the boss.”
“Me?” She took a step back, shoulders tensed.
Entin jumped to the side as another tentacle slammed the ground, evidently eager to squish him out of reality.
He ran the twenty or so feet to a stone column to use for cover and summoned an Information Box on the boss.
¤ Natambulo Magnus [Lvl. 10]
All of the stats read (unknown), and there weren’t any active quests. Well, that was worthless. Not even a description to provide warnings of potential abilities.
The boss shrieked again and shot forward on lots of thin crab legs. Entin triggered Dash, shifting behind the next column, which turned out to be a terrible idea.
Stone exploded out from the column, following the Magnus as it crashed through unfazed, snapping large pincers in an attempt to catch him.
Rock chips sliced across his skin, drawing frenzied pink damage marks. Little red numbers peeled away and drifted toward the ceiling.
Entin jumped and triggered Wall Kick at the pincer, dealing 35 damage, though more importantly, pushing himself back five feet.
He landed and triggered Roll again—paying the 5 Stamina, now at 88/102—barely escaping under a second claw.
“Aayra!” he yelled, finding his feet and using Sprint to give him just enough oomph to escape another attempt to be grabbed and snapped in half. “Draw its attention! Bailey, hide until I say otherwise.”
Aayra nodded, jaw clenched, hands wringing together. She finally grabbed a piece of broken stone and chucked it at the boss. “Hey. . . .” she yelled . . . softly, voice cracking. “Co-come get me.”
The Magnus spun and growled a low reverberating sound. Its throat produced a clicking noise. It opened its mouth, and long, thin . . . things reached out, grasping the air.
Aayra shook her head so violently that she started looking like one of the apprentice fish casting a spell. She turned and ran, and the boss charged.
“What’re ya gonna do?” Bailey asked.
Entin rolled his neck, took a deep breath, pointed at the boss and the golden key hanging from its neck, and said, “I’m getting that key.”
    
Triton triggered the second variant of Dash, blurring through the small army of enraged, ugly fish people: Nata-something or rather. The world snapped back, and he charged down the tunnel. “Boom! That’s right, you bastards!”
These small-legged walking piranhas had nothing on the fastest Runner. And just as that thought occurred, he reached the end of the tunnel.
They weren’t tunnels at all.
They were more like caves that went in about sixty feet and then abruptly stopped. Yeah-yeah, so he was a little dented at times, so what? Maybe he could have looked before he Dashed? And what fun would that have been?
The biggo boss thing crashed into a column outside, sending stone flying about. In all honesty, he’d rather be in here with his stinking fam than out there with that thing.
Luckily enough, Entin was a brilliant leader and knew all the things a leader should know. Smart guy, that. Aayra could handle anything, so it was all logical and stuff. Now, Triton just had to keep the fish-munchers busy.
He grinned.
A little thrill crackled like energy and spiderwebbed through him as if he had taken a sweet drink of water.
He ran straight at the leading scaly munchkin and jumped, crashing, feet first, through it and the dozens like it behind.
This sent the fishies flying back, tumbling like bowling pins—ohhh how he missed bowling. The moment his back slammed against the white sand, he triggered Roll, focusing his intent backward, and finished the movement with a Handspring, paying 10 Stamina overall.
Then, like all the action movies he loved—and, he realized, all the action movies he’d never see again—he reached out a hand, palm up, and signaled his foes to advance.
    
Aayra triggered Sprint and ran like the wind. Cliche. She ran like a girl being chased by a very scary monster. Too literal.
She ran!
And that was all that really mattered.
The boss monster had four, five . . . six? tentacles that seemed to hover in the air, glossy black with dozens of gray suckers underneath.
It was a poor creature with a salamander head, shark teeth, octopus upper body, and a giant crab for a lower body, all entangled, broken, and pieced together like a jigsaw puzzle gone wrong.
Ah, that was actually good. . . .
One of those giant crab pincers swiped for her. She triggered Slide and then Roll to push herself forward and back to her feet.
The boss crashed through a stone column, spraying chipped rocks everywhere.
A few pieces sliced thin pink damage marks across her skin. She had to do everything in her power to focus, to not let the fear take hold.
There were fourteen stone pillars, two destroyed. The boss had two big pincers and . . . way too many legs than any crab she had studied about in Marine Biology. They all bent at the wrong angles. It was a miracle it could even move, but move it did.
She triggered Wall Kick off another attacking pincer, then used the second variant of Dash to get through a column. The world blurred and snapped back together to the chaos of stone spraying everywhere.
Aayra gasped in surprise.
Out from the dust and chipped rocks, a pincer clamped around her waist, like a girl being killed by a monster.
Too literal. . . .





Chapter
Twenty-Three
E ntin ran toward the middle of the room.
The Magnus was now entirely enthralled with the idea of consuming Aayra. It chased, and she used every Runner trick to avoid death—Dashing, Rolling, Wall Kicking, Sliding. The only thing that touched her, cutting away bits of health, were pieces of flying debris.
Bailey ran out from her hiding spot behind a column, sprinting toward the next.
“You’re supposed to be hiding!” he yelled.
She motioned behind her where a small army of Natambulo Guards was charging her, running on stubby fish legs, waving about their sharpened coral sticks.
Where was Triton? He had disappeared into one of the tunnels and was still gone. If he died, would he be able to get back? Actually, if any of them died, would this dungeon then be over?
More of the guards and apprentices emerged from the tunnels. No . . . not tunnels. They were spawning rooms like in other games. Until the boss was defeated, the lesser enemies would probably keep coming.
Unlike adventurers, they didn’t have a way to kill the mobs. With time, they’d be completely overrun. Cogs and sprockets! It was a race against the clock.
“Bailey!” he yelled. “You wanted to be a Distractor, now’s your chance. Keep the fish away from Aayra. And don’t die!”
She nodded, then shouted something at the swarming army of scales. They made clicking sounds, seemingly enraged and eager to kill the invaders within their home.
The Magnus crashed through another column, and Aayra screamed. She was pinched in one of those large crab claws, legs kicking the air. Damage numbers slipped out from her stomach.
Entin charged the back of the boss, its tentacles waving about. He wanted to tell her to use Dash, but that would only attract unwanted attention, and she didn’t need him to tell her what to do. If she wasn’t using it, she had a reason: cooldown, Stamina, something.
Aayra gave him the opening he needed. He jumped and used Wall Kick against the boss, dealing 35 damage. The force sprung him six feet off the ground.
Tentacles attacked!
He triggered Dash at an upward angle. The world shifted into shadows. Once it snapped back, he hung in the air, just above the large brute.
His feet connected with the slick blubber of the Magnus’s head and slid.
Cogs! There was absolutely no traction!
He grabbed anything he could, hands gliding over soft tissue until he touched something hard, something metallic.
Entin grabbed hold of the chain that wrapped the monster’s neck, the chain that had one very important key on it. He pulled back, using his knees for balance.
The Natambulo Magnus reared up, shrieking an earsplitting sound. A tentacle slammed against Entin’s back, dealing 234 damage and shoving him to the side.
The chain twisted, forcing him to hang there, his back to the monster’s. A Flash message indicated his total health had dropped to 571/1,000.
The fractured light of what could only be Aayra shot toward the ceiling and was gone.
Bailey had a whole swarm of the fish warriors chasing her, flashes of blue light from apprentices pelting the walls.
Another tentacle raised up.
It whipped downward.
Entin threw his weight to the side. The chain slid. A second later, he knelt against the squishy chest of the Magnus, two feet away from a giant mouth full of putrid rot.
Something inside slithered like thin fingers, longer than his arms. They shot out and grabbed him, yanking him forward.
Large shark teeth snapped shut, slicing his right hand cleanly off . . . and the chain, too!
He fell backward. His left hand held tightly to the chain like it was a lifeline, a lifeline unattached to anything.
His back crashed against the ground, and a flicker of dense pain speared through him before dissipating completely.
His health flashed red.
193/1,000.
There was no time to lie about beneath a disgusting, misshapen creature bent on consuming every piece of him, part by part if it had to. He triggered Roll and narrowly avoided a pincer.
“Bailey!” he yelled, then threw the key the best he could with his one remaining, non-dominant hand.
    
Bailey ran around a big ol’ stone column, a whole army of dented fishy-fish with freaky little legs and arms, trailin’ behind. They were snappin’ their jaws open and shut with each wiggle of their fins and webbed toes.
Eww!
But she had nothin’ to complain about, nothin’ at all. Right? This was her idea to be here, after all, and though her heart was a frantic, nervous wreck of a thing . . . it was kinda excitin’.
“Bailey!” Entin called from across the room. He threw somethin’ that caught the light: a golden key.
He got it?
That’s my Entin!
My . . . Entin? Well, he certainly wasn’t Eizel’s Entin. That girl wouldn’t be caught dead one step outside the city, let alone in a dungeon of all places.
But then there was Aayra and her blushin’ over some simple praise Entin gave. Ehh, this ain’t the time to get all jealous like. There was a job needin’ doin’, and she’d do it.
The only problem was these thirty or so fish-walkers chasin’ her. The moment she dove for the middle, they’d be on her like bees on a flower, except these bees wanted to chop the flower up into bits of fish food.
And that was when she had—as the obnoxious Triton would say—a brilliant idea. She might not be the class genius like Aayra, but she was far from a slow cog.
With that thought, she veered into a tunnel.
    
Triton didn’t need no stinking weapons. He might not be one of those adventurers with all the fancy gear—or any gear—but he had fists, feet, elbows, and knees, all very dangerous weapons when used brilliantly.
And he was brilliant at being . . . brilliant.
He spun, pulling his leg through the air in a roundhouse kick. The side of his bare foot collided with the flat portion of Mr. Bubbles’s face.
It made a slap! sound that was oh-so gratifying. Almost as gratifying as watching the funny thing flip-flop around, knocking into all the other fish, tightly packed like sardines. Ha!
The next one, identically eager to the last, pushed forward.
“You are Mr. Slimeface,” he declared, naming his opponent. The white flames on the walls all cheered silently. “I accept your challenge!”
Then something different happened, something completely, bafflingly unexpected: a massive army pushed into the cave, led by the cute, one and only Queen of Grudges, Bay.
“What the cogs is this!” Bay shouted, alerting all the smashed-together fishies to her approach and ruining all of his hard work. He was given a job, and he was doing a fine job at doing the job.
She wasn’t supposed to be here.
In tendrils of shadow, Bay blurred through the very stuck, very unhappy scaly mobs, all yapping quietly except for how their gray lips smacked together.
“Bay, what the hell?” Triton asked, then kicked the closest fish like a football—ohhh how he missed football.
“Yer askin’ me? Yer supposed’ta be the Distractor, not me!”
“I am distracting them,” he said and pointed to the swarm of busy-bodied fish now climbing over each other, then subsequently falling into tiny gaps, legs kicking toward the ceiling.
“They keep spawnin’ out there!” she said. “And yer in here playin’ with them?”
“Give me a break, girlio. How was I supposed to know that? So, why are you here?”
“Entin got the key, but there are—”
“He did? Boom! That’s my man. We’re going to make some coin!”
“The place is covered in these dented fish mobs. I was gonna get them stuck, then Dash through them, but I can’t get through all of this!”
Triton nodded, then did a leg sweep. With the Natam-things having such small legs, it wasn’t much different than a roundhouse kick.
“You bring me a problem; I give you a solution!” Triton said, then grabbed Bailey’s hand. “I Double Dash, then you Double Dash. Got it?”
    
Bailey had no time to respond to Triton before he Dashed forward, draggin’ her right with him. Cogs, her Dash was still on cooldown! And so the worst possible thing that coulda happen, happened.
At the end of the Double Dash, smack dab in the center of an already impossibly tight fit of bunches of mobs, the two of them burst into reality.
They went from a nice, open, breathable space to havin’ the sticky eyeballs of fish rubbin’ up against her cheek!
“Dooooyuuurrdashhh,” Triton said, a fish suckin’ on his lower lip, gettin’ all romantic.
The seconds ticked by, feelin’ like an eternity in a wet, slimy, briny hell.
Then the cooldown was done. They shot the rest of the way through. Reality reshaped, and Bailey took in a sharp breath. “Why’ja do that!”
“Me?” Triton asked, tearin’ the fish from his lip and dropkickin’ it into the cave. “You’re the one who waited so long.”
“I’d just gone and triggered Dash to get to where you were. There’s a cooldown, y’know!”
Triton grabbed her shoulders and turned her toward the chest. “Yeah-yeah, yell at me later. I’ll distract these fish-dudes. You get that brilliant loot.”
He shoved her on ahead. Not more than a few feet from the chest was the key, just layin’ there. But where was Entin? More importantly, where was the boss?
It didn’t matter, did it? The chest was right there, and so was the key. She triggered Sprint and ran straight to it, grabbed the key, and slammed a hand down on the chest.
The red lock burst into streams of red pixels, then an inventory screen opened.
¤ Prime Treasure Chest [Diamond]
» 8× Natambulo Fish Meat [400 Durability]
» 1× Golden Desire [Exquisite Fishing Lure]
» 1× Fish Bag [Unique · 20 Slots]
» 42 scyl
Bailey swiped the items to her inventory.
42 scyl! That was a hundred times more money than she could earn in a day. And there were items, too!
Just as that rush of excitin’ positivity flooded through her, all it took was one tiny, innocent thing to ruin it: a droplet of water tapped the treasure chest.
Time . . . froze.
She immediately knew what it was, immediately understood that the energy veil above trapped water perfectly. No droplets should exist.
Unless. . .?
Unless there was a massive, ugly monster slippin’ down from the ceilin’, fractions of a second away from smashin’ her to pixels.
Time resumed in a flurry.
She triggered Roll, and her body dove to the ground, hittin’ her shoulder perfectly in order to—
Somethin’ crashed into the sand, and a sharp pain shot up her leg. The moment she felt it, it was gone . . . and so was her leg!
Everythin’ below her knee had dissolved into pixels of skin color, leavin’ behind a stub of shimmerin’ pink damage marks.
She couldn’t breathe.
A staticky sense of panic buzzed at the back of her brain. For a single second that stretched on for way too long, she thought her leg was gone forever and that death was real.
She was gonna die. . . .
Triton grabbed her, yankin’ her back into the present. He pulled her to the side, barely keepin’ her from a giant pincer. “We’re doing the Double Dash again. You ready?”
She nodded, her words stuck somewhere in her throat.
The Natambulo Magnus shrieked, thrashin’ black tentacles about. The treasure chest exploded into pixels. And the army of fishy mobs charged out from the spawnin’ rooms.
Triton jumped, cradlin’ her against his hard chest. They fell backward, then the world blurred. The moment reality reformed, Bailey triggered the second variant of Dash.
They both plunged upward into the water.
Bailey pushed away from Triton, and they both frantically swam up toward the enormous globe, books sinkin’, fish swimmin’, little white flames screamin’ somethin’ inaudible.
She had never been swimmin’ before and kicked and kicked. Not havin’ a leg really sucked.
Dented coggin’ boss!
As if summoned by those thoughts, somethin’—a thing she very well knew what it was but refused to acknowledge—crashed into the water from below.
Triton turned to block its path, to distract it.
As far as she was concerned, it worked. There were sounds muffled in the water. All she could do was focus on movin’ up and up and up!
A shimmer of light shot past her.
She’d be next.
The water rushed. Bubbles ascended faster than she could swim. The archway to the portal room was there, maybe twenty feet away.
Entin was poundin’ on that veil of energy, yellin’ words that were lost to the water, muffled. He seemed to be sayin’ the same thing the flames were.
A large claw reached around her and clamped down. In blind instinct alone, she triggered Double Dash and shifted toward the archway, an archway still a few . . . feet . . . away. . . .
    
Entin pounded on the veil of energy that was somehow very solid now. A light-red X barred his entry to the main room and the boss fight below.
One little mistake.
It was always one- little- mistake.
He died and respawned, finding Aayra pacing in front of the smooth-cut portal-stone. Now they waited in the glass tunnel.
“There!” he said. The water shifted up, carrying pieces of paper with it. “Something is happening.” There was a sandy lip that hung out about ten feet, making it hard to see anything down the hole.
A shimmer of fractured light shot up and out of the glass globe. It seemed to carry all of his hope with it, a shooting star that was anything but lucky.
“You think anyone else is alive?” Aayra asked, her brows pinched together. She blamed herself for his death, though none of them were prepared to face a boss.
“Yes!” he said, pointing. Bailey swam over the edge, frantically kicking, part of her right leg missing. Directly behind her was the boss. “Behind you!”
The Natambulo Magnus in the water was an entirely different beast. It cruised like a missile. In a second, it was up next to Bailey, her eyes scared, panicked. . . .
He hated that look on her face and would dive in there and die a hundred times so she didn’t have to.
He pounded his fists against the wall, yelling.
The boss grabbed Bailey with one of those large crab claws. She blurred into the End Plane and shifted twenty feet forward, then kicked all the more frantically, fingers stretching out toward him.
The boss shrieked, sending ripples across the water and scaring schools of fish away. It shot forward, eager to kill the last of his party.
Bailey’s hand slipped through the veil. A tentacle wrapped her remaining leg. Bubbles escaped her mouth, and she thrashed.
Entin grabbed her hand and triggered the second variant of Dash. A fraction of a moment later, they snapped into reality, and Bailey fell into his arms, sputtering water.
Aayra, being very unlike herself, blocked the tunnel, arms out. The boss grabbed her with those thin things in its mouth and chomped down on her head.
Entin lifted Bailey and carried her, sprinting to the portal room. He turned the corner, triggered the portal, and jumped through.





Chapter
Twenty-Four
A fter the trials and errors, the dying and dying, Entin didn’t know how to process the fluttery ecstasy of success.
Bailey wouldn’t tell any of them about the loot, saying she’d reveal the treasures of the deep once they were back in the city. And so she rode on his back—her leg regrowing ever so slowly—all smiles and pride.
They were all that way, this fledgling group of dungeon Runners that felt more familiar, having endured such an event together.
This dungeon was entirely different than the others in that all it offered was a single event after clearing the initial mobs. There probably wasn’t a riddle, just a warning about the upcoming event should the adventurers wish to leave.
It was the first cleared dungeon in the world! Their names were added to the leaderboard for everyone to see: 27 minutes, 34 seconds.
And it wasn’t only bragging rights. If they kept their first-place position until the dungeon reset, they’d each receive some type of prize mailed to them by the System.
Triton crashed into the pillows near Mentof’s vendor booth. The old merchant said something about how the pillows were only for the working Runners, which Triton promptly ignored.
Entin placed Bailey down gently, then took up a spot next to her.
Aayra knelt, grinning.
“What’s up with you?” Triton asked.
“I died!” she said. “It wasn’t bad at all.”
“Oh yeah? I died twice!”
“As did I. And in the next dungeon, I’ll die more than you!”
“Bring it on, girlio.”
“The next dungeon?” Entin asked.
Aayra nodded. “I’ve never felt this way before. That was so . . . well, scary at first, but then thrilling and exciting and, just, wow. I guess it was like I was someone else for a time.”
Bailey summoned her screen with a left swipe, trailing purple pixels. The air distorted, then fragments of light formed a window with an outline of purple and green. She made the screen public, then turned it.
Entin stared. Aayra stared. Triton grinned. And Mentof ogled the screen. “Oh my!” he said, pointing. “Is that a golden fishing lure?”
“Privacy, old man,” Triton said. “Get on back to your table.”
“Wait, wait! You’re on my pillows, so I have every right to be here. And you’re too dimwitted to even know what you’ve got there. A golden fishing lure can’t be crafted. It’s a requirement to catch Jumbo Varicuda.”
“So?”
“So! I’ll sell it for you. I know exactly who would pay top coin.” Mentof summoned a seller’s contract and added some numbers. “I’ll take twenty percent as stipulated by the contract. And if I can’t sell it for more than fifteen scyl, you get it back.”
“Fifteen scyl!” Triton yelled, and market-goers turned to give him their curious stares. The talk of money in a time when every chyp was precious would always garner the interest of others.
“Keep your voice down, son,” Mentof said. “And I think I can get more than that.”
Aayra slid her finger along the bridge of her nose as if to adjust her eyeglasses. As soon as she realized what she had done, she pretended to scratch her nose instead. “The Fishing Guild.”
Mentof humphed. “Yes, though I’m the best one to negotiate a higher price.”
Aayra didn’t look entirely convinced.
Mentof licked his lips. “Fine! I’ll do it for fifteen percent. And then you don’t even need to worry about it. You’re a Runner; I’m a merchant. Let me do what I’m good at.”
Triton eyed Entin, raising an eyebrow.
This wasn’t really something Entin knew a whole lot about. Running, dungeons, and getting the loot was one thing. Selling it? But it made sense to let someone who had that experience deal with it.
Aayra shrugged. “Let me see the contract.”
Mentof nodded and handed the paper over. “It’s all boilerplate terms. Everyone uses the same sellers’ contract.”
Entin glanced at Bailey. She seemed happy, excited even. It was all he needed to know that this—being a dungeon Runner—would work out. And it was only the beginning.
A chime resonated in his head: a message. With it being early afternoon, it probably wasn’t Lourne. They only did dungeons in the morning and weren’t scheduled to attempt the water dungeon for another two days. They were going to be so surprised to find Entin’s name listed on the leaderboard!
Then again, given that the only chest had already been looted and it was a boss event, they probably would skip this one. Information like this could be valuable. . . .
Triton clapped. “Boom! We could totally make this a business, right?”
“If we’re starting a business,” Aayra said, tapping the edge of the contract to turn the page, “I’m the best one for the job.”
“The hell? It was my idea.”
“You’re terrible with money. You and your challenge runs are more akin to a gambler than a businessman.”
“It’s not gambling if you win.”
“I can track our assets and liabilities. I can make sure we’re each paid fairly. And most importantly,” she said, pointing to the contract, “I can make sure we’re not cheated.”
“Cheated!” Mentof yelled. The market-goers glared.
“Keep your voice down, old man,” Triton said.
“Yes, cheated,” Aayra said. “This contract gives you an indefinite period of time to sell the lure and prevents any of us from selling or retrieving it for a minimum of one year. You can literally take the lure and use it yourself for free, and we’d be powerless to do anything about it.”
“Well . . .” Mentof said, “you know . . . that’s not my intent.”
“Your intent should be communicated in the contract.” Aayra pressed a finger against the contract, and a new screen materialized. She typed, tapped, and swiped, then handed it back to Mentof.
Aayra took on a professional air. “You have two weeks to get seventeen or more scyl. Every week longer than two, you lose a percent of your commission. If you haven’t sold the lure after four weeks, you must return it. And,” she said, sliding her finger along the bridge of her nose again, “if you do a good job, maybe we’ll work with you again.”
Mentof nodded slowly. “How you know so much about contracts?”
“My papa is— was . . . a lawyer.”
“Right . . . okay,” Mentof said, obviously eager not to dig into the depths of sorrow they all felt for lost ones back in the physical world. “You guys have a deal. And it certainly won’t take two weeks to sell. I assure you that.”
“Yeah-yeah, fine,” Triton said. “Aayra can handle the business stuff.”
Bailey crossed her arms. “I’m the treasurer.”
“We don’t need a treasurer,” Aayra said. “You can—”
“Ya can’t do it all. And I don’t think I trust ya with all the money. I’ll keep our records so you can’t screw us over.”
Entin looked between the two. “Bailey’s right. And it doesn’t hurt to have some redundancy. I’m our fastest Runner, but we still have Triton, right?”
“Hey!” Triton yelled. “We’re going to have that race. In fact! I think we should do it right now.”
“Now?” Entin asked. “We’ve burned half our Stamina. We should—” Another chime resonated in his head, and he sighed. He summoned his game screen, and there were two messages from a Dren Becker.
“What is it?” Triton asked.
Entin shrugged and tapped the Accept button to allow the messages and alert Dren—why did that name sound familiar?—that the messages had been received.
¤ Message [Dren Becker]
» I need your help, Runner. We’re not getting out of this alive.
Huh. The avatar image on the message revealed the guy he had met outside the dungeon yesterday.
¤ Message [Dren Becker]
» For all of Redeemers’ folly, I can’t believe I am asking this, but Lourne said you could be counted on. Will you come? What’s it going to cost?
“We may have a customer,” Entin said. He made his screen viewable and turned it toward the others.
“Fifty percent,” Aayra said.
“Ouch!” Triton said. “You are heartless.”
“It’s not about being nice. It’s about value. And we’re a business, right? It’s not only Entin. It’s all four of us now. Besides, we don’t even know what loot they have. It might not be anything.”
“I agree,” Bailey said. “If they all die, they lose their gear. We could request all the loot, and they’d take it.”
Aayra nodded slowly. “I change my mind. We should—”
“No,” Entin said. “We’re not taking all of their loot. Fifty percent. That’s the Dungeon Runners’ rate. It’s insurance. Everyone wins. And . . . that’s what I just sent.”
“Boom! Overruled by the leader!” Triton said.
Then another chime came with a message, a message that not only agreed to the terms provided but one that validated their business as being valuable.
Entin revealed the message and said, “Looks like we’ve got a job to do.”
THE END OF
Part Three
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You are reading the Character Experience & Progression guide. In this guide, you will learn how to improve your character in the direction that best fits how you wish to play Eternal Fantasy Online.
Players, NPCs, and all other entities—mobs (see the Monsters or Beasts guide), dungeons, towns, etc.—all gain level advancement by obtaining experience points (XP).
Levels provide additional options in a world that allows you to play however you wish. You can focus on adventuring or spending your time exploring, gathering, crafting, building, cooking, gardening, and so much more.
The categories for level advancement are Weapons (per weapon type), Magic (per magic type), Utility (per skill), and Profession (per skill type).
Every level advancement adds to your overall level. The first 10 levels you obtain provide you with an attribute point each (see the Character Attributes guide).
Each level requires 10,000 experience to advance. This is a flat rate for subsequent levels. All skill trees can be advanced simply by using skills within that tree. The more Resource, Stamina, or Familiar Energy that is paid, the more experience is earned.
¤ Message Log
   GABE   





  And now they are messing with XP requirements.  





  How are people supposed to gain any levels when the requirements are so cogging high?  





   JOHN   


  It makes sense to me. This isn’t a game anymore. Instead of playing a few hours a day, we’ll be living there full time. If they didn’t change it, everyone would be at max level within a few weeks.  


   GABE   





  Max level?  





  What is the max level anyway?  





  Hello?  





   JOHN   


  Sorry, I was looking it up. There’s no information in any of the guides about a max level. I’ve submitted a help ticket.  


   GABE   





  You’re telling me there’s no cap?  





   JOHN   


  No, I’m saying there’s no information on it. . . .  


SKILL POINTS
When you obtain 10,000 XP within a skill tree, your level within that skill tree increases by 1, and you receive 1 skill point (SP). A skill point can be used to unlock an unknown skill or increase the level of a known skill, making it better.
Profession skill points are a little different in that, by having a higher Profession level—for example, cooking—additional recipes are automatically provided. The skill point, then, is used to unlock premium recipes.
A premium recipe does two things: it allows you to gain access to a recipe at a lower level than otherwise possible, and it allows you to create the item at a higher quality than others, those who naturally learned the skill from their level.
Utility skills do not gain a skill point. The skill that levels will simply become more effective or efficient.
WEAPON & MAGIC SKILLS
While the other skill trees are predominantly advanced by using skills, the Weapon and Magic skill trees are predominantly advanced by kill experience. When a mob dies, it releases semi-transparent rainbow cubes that meld with you or your weapon, providing XP.
Kill experience is split between party members—so long as they have an equipped weapon—as well as anyone else who contributed to the kill, even if they only did 1 damage.
You may have the experience split between equipped weapons (see the Weapons guide), which include any inactive, second-set weapons. You can direct all experience to one weapon, active or inactive. Or you can split the experience equally or unequally.
Since Weapon and Magic skill trees gain kill experience, they only earn half the Resource cost of a skill as experience. Using a dagger’s Backstab skill that costs 10 Resource will only award the dagger skill tree with 5 XP.
UTILITY & PROFESSION SKILLS
The primary way to progress a Utility or Profession skill is by using it. While there are items, events, and hidden methods that may aid advancement, they are not common.
However, unlike Weapon and Magic skill trees, using a Utility skill will provide twice the Stamina cost as XP, and using a Profession skill will provide four times the Resource or Stamina cost as XP. This compensates for the cost of materials.
SKILL POINT REFUND
You can, at any time, refund a skill point to lose the skill, skill level, or recipe and gain back 5,000 experience. This will not lower your reported level, but the experience will need to be made up before you can advance further.
Example: You are level 5 in cooking with 1,000/10,000 experience to your next level. If you refund a skill, you will have 6,000/10,000 experience toward your next skill point. However, you will need 4,000 XP to gain a skill point and another 10,000 XP to advance to level 6.
¤ Message Log
   GABE   





  This is terrible  





  How is this fun?  





  It takes forever to gain a level, and if you pick the wrong thing for a skill point, you give up half your level’s experience just to get a refund.  





  We should submit a support ticket and make sure this is accurate.  





   JOHN   


  It’s accurate. And it’s not supposed to be fun.  


   GABE   





  That’s ridiculous. Who said it wasn’t supposed to be fun?  





  We’re going to get our brains sucked out and blended into some crazy nanotech cocktail, and they’re not even going to let us have fun?  





  It’s a cogging game for crying out loud! I want to enjoy it.  





   JOHN   


  No, it’s a new world.  


   GABE   





  I want to kill stuff and get loot!  





  They are seriously limiting that  





  You’re just defending them because you think they know what they are doing.  





   JOHN   


  They do. More than you. They’ve got all the smartest people working on this.  


   GABE   





  They’re not smart if they limit the players. That’s all I’m saying.  





  I want to kill monsters, find loot, and get the girls.  





   JOHN   


  Well, not everyone wants to do that. If it were a game, then adventurers would have the upper hand in everything, wouldn’t they? They’d get all the resources, all the wealth. The economy would crash with either hyperinflation or deflation.  


  I think what you’re not considering is that most of the people in this tin can of a space station are not gamers. What are they going to do? Kill monsters? The new world had to have these massive changes because the demographics were all wrong; the balance was way off.  


  You know what I’m scared of? I’m scared that they are pumping out all of these changes to the world, and when we get in there, it’s going to be broken. I don’t see how they won’t miss things. And they can say the AI will run the world and fix things all they want, but what if the AI breaks?  


  We’re close to stepping into a fractured reality where all the programmers have been undergoing crunch time for the last three months, working 20-hour days, hearing the news that people have died because it’s not done yet.  


  That’s what I’m scared of: perpetually existing in a broken world.  


   GABE   





  So. . . . Think there will be AI girls?  





   JOHN   


  I give up. Going back to work.  


This concludes the Character Experience & Progression guide. There are other guides you should read to better enjoy your time in Eternal Fantasy Online. Below is a simple index of subjects that players found interesting.
NAVIGATION
Character
» Death
» Food & Drink
» Living System
» Temperature
Enemies
» Monsters or Beasts
» Unique Mobs
» Boss Mobs
» Player vs Player
Locations
» Dungeons
» Raids
» Lands
» Zones
» Wilds
How helpful was this page?
[Smile / Frown / Cry / Rage]
NuReality appreciates your feedback.





Calendar Guide
DOCUMENTATION
You are reading the Calendar guide. In Eternal Fantasy Online, years are made up of 10 months, months are made up of 4 weeks, weeks are made up of 10 days, and days are made up of 20 hours.
¤ Message Log
   JOHN   


  Why did they have to go and screw up all the dates and times? Are we supposed to remember all of these different day and month names?  


   GABE   





  It was a fantasy game, man  





  I heard that they wanted to change it to use a normal calendar system, but it’s low on the priority list, and for reasons beyond me, the calendar system would be difficult to change.  





   JOHN   


  The first thing I do in the new world is make my own calendar. It’s going to have Monday through Sunday, and all the rational people will use it.  


   GABE   





  Good luck with that. . . .  





WEEK DAYS
1. Celesday /cel·es·day/
2. Nobleday /noble·day/
3. Arelday /aye·rel·day/
4. Renday /ren·day/
5. Sentraday /sen·tra·day/
6. Famelday /fame·el·day/
7. Deiaday /die·ya·day/
8. Journisday /jor·niss·day/
9. Loithday /low·ith·day/
10. Enday /en·day/
MONTH NAMES
1. Celessie /cel·es·see/
2. Noblesie /noble·see/
3. Arelsie /aye·rel·see/
4. Rensie /ren·see/
5. Sentrasie /sen·tra·see/
6. Famelthei /fame·el·thay/
7. Deiathei /die·ya·thay/
8. Journisthei /jor·niss·thay/
9. Loithei /low·i·thay]
10. Enthei /en·thay/
YEARS
Fun fact! A year is made up of 8,000 hours and is about 31 days—760 hours—shorter than the Gregorian calendar system. Due to time dilation, this allows Eternal Fantasy Online to experience two years for every year of real-time.
What does this mean for you? More holiday events! We have fun activities planned that everyone can enjoy when the season becomes more festive. You can learn more about these activities from the Holidays guide.
¤ Message Log
   JOHN   


  Should we remove the information about time dilation? It’s still in the system, though it won’t matter since we will all be dead.  


   GABE   





  Man, you’re a downer  





  Just leave it in  





FORMAL & SPOKEN DATES
When providing a formal, written date, the format is Week (in its ordinal form) [Day Name] of [Month Name], Year. Since all months have exactly four weeks, the week will be First, Second, Third, or Fourth.
» First Renday of Sentrasie, 314
» Second Enday of Journisthei, 314
DATES SHORTENED
The short form for a date is presented as Week, Day, Month, Year, separated by dots. This format will be the most common when presenting dates within your game screen, such as expiration dates or timestamps.
» “It is the Third Renday of Sentrasie, 314.”
» 3.4.5.314
» — Week: 3
» — Day: 4 (Renday)
» — Month: 5 (Sentrasie)
» — Year: 314
¤ Message Log
   JOHN   


  I hate it.  


   GABE   





  It’s because you’re old and hate change.  





   JOHN   


  I love you. [edited]  


   GABE   





  Someone needs their happy pills. . . .  





  Don’t edit your messages. You’re screwing up the log.  





   JOHN   


  We’re deleting the logs anyway. No one other than us will be reading this, so it doesn’t matter. Go on, hate on something.  


   GABE   





  Fine. I hate— [edited]  





   JOHN   


  That’s messed up.  


  I’m . . . getting back to work now.  


   GABE   





  . . .  





This concludes the Calendar guide. There are other guides you should read to better enjoy your time in Eternal Fantasy Online. Below is a simple index of subjects that players found interesting.
NAVIGATION
Dates
» Time
» Holidays
Economy
» Currency
» The Market
» Black Market
» Crafting
Familiar
» Mounts
» Pets
» Taming
How helpful was this page?
[Smile / Frown / Cry / Rage]
NuReality appreciates your feedback.





Part Four







Chapter
Twenty-Five
The morning after
Eizel stepped off the manor’s roof
E izel Oqerton, using the name Aymie, prudently looked both ways before hastily moving—as fast as she could without draining her meager Stamina, already down to a Current Max of 28—out from the alleyway she was hiding in, through the west gate, and to the closest waypoint stone.
The world was painted in the dim hues of early morning. Despite that, there was a guard on duty, standing just beyond the gate, who shouted a friendly greeting.
She tensed, pulled her black hooded cloak tighter, and promptly ignored the man. He grumbled something about humans and then repeated the process to someone else.
Of all the ridiculous things she had done, this was by far the most foolish. One person; if just one person recognized her—the sole daughter of the famous Oqerton family—gossip would spread.
Kind citizens, seeking favor, no doubt, might find themselves fancying the idea of warning her parents of her peculiar activities.
Not to mention her peers.
She could already hear the meddlesome Kiena Starworth whispering about a secret love affair with a Runner. Oh, the scandal! As if stealing a recent clothing business wasn’t enough, the girl would jump at any opportunity to kick an opponent while they were down.
Needless to say, a member of the Founders class simply didn’t play dress-up and escape into the dangerous Wilds. Were they to adventure into the unknown, it’d be a publicity stunt to show off their importance or a new product, not something bound in secrecy, slinking in the shadows.
And Eizel was a terrible shadow slinker!
After all of that waiting and watching, she managed to time her exit from the great City of Creannan at the same time as someone else.
Quickly and without due thought, she stepped onto the waypoint stone for the first time. It was a circular platform with azure gemstones set in the shape of a sun.
The gemstones gave off the slightest glow. There might have been an electric hum in the air. It was hard to tell while her heart bounced around like a caged animal desperately fighting to escape.
She extended her index and middle fingers until they pressed against an invisible sheet of cold glass. Her fingers slid upward, trailing red pixels. Then fragments of translucent shapes in the same color formed into her game screen.
Eizel-mini grinned excitedly. The little avatar was going on an adventure and pointed to the only unlocked waypoint available.
The city had provided everyone this waypoint to encourage people to go out and find resources. And when that wasn’t enough, it was later subsidized, making the waypoint free.
Eizel tapped the sun symbol, then tapped the Accept button on the newly formed dialog. Doing so, and doing it quickly, helped her not ponder on exactly what she was doing.
Too much thought, her father had always said, brings distraught. Act in the moment! And so she acted, a coil tight in her stomach.
She nearly jumped out of her cloak at the sudden intake of breath from all around. The desaturated early morning colors of green hills, the distant forest, and Creannan’s walls elongated and warped around her.
It lasted a whole second or two. Then, in a snap, she stood in a different place, a dangerous place beneath tall twisting trees swaying in the breeze.
There was a true desire to stand there while the platform’s edges sparkled with golden pixels, signaling her immunity so that, if the area was not ideal, she could trigger a free return. But she was blocking the waypoint for other people to use, other people she needed to avoid.
Eizel picked a random direction and ran, bare feet crunching the forest debris. She got about twenty feet before a party of three materialized on the waypoint in a whoosh of pixels.
She crashed into a bush, twisted around in the dirt, and held her breath, peeking through the gaps between leaves.
This whole thing was quite ridiculous, indeed.
What was she doing?
Her stomach growled in response.
Yes, thank you, she thought to her incredibly empty organ that had thoughts of its own. Were it one of the Oqertons’ many employees—in a previous life—it would have certainly gone on strike by now, publicly shaming the Oqerton Alliance for mismanagement.
The party of three adventurers, wearing leather armor and carrying weapons, marched off in the other direction, following a trail.
She let out her breath, then remembered that this was the Wilds. What helped her remember this truly frightful fact was the long black and red centipede, with many white legs, that scurried across her fingers.
She squeaked and ripped her hand away, flinging the insect to some unknown place. It was even more foolish that she had no shoes or trousers or protection of any kind.
Now it felt like insects were crawling all over her, tickling her legs and arms. She stood and did a little dance in the forest, swiping at the tiny nonexistent threats to her mental fortitude.
Insects couldn’t actually hurt her, or so one of the many guides she had read last night said. They were the details of the living system to give the world a sense of realism.
Well, she certainly could have done with less realism in this particular case. Maybe there was a game setting for insects that could be disabled?
And why not?
This was a digital world. That should be one of the perks of giving up their physical bodies.
The only insects she’d appreciate seeing were butterflies. She had always loved them, so much, in fact, that her father used to call her his butterfly.
Used to. . . .
She slapped her cheeks.
All of this was distracting from the entire point of being here: food. Real food. Food she didn’t have to pay for with her paltry earnings, which would go to Marley to pay down debts.
The woman had already been exceptionally patient. But that patience wouldn’t last. It was only a matter of days before she would make the trip to the manor and demand to see Father for payment.
That couldn’t happen.
Birds whistled a tune. They sat on the winding branches, watching her. Their tweets mixed with the quiet music that thrummed along. It had fit so naturally with the environment she didn’t even recognize it was there until now.
Eizel scanned the many bushes, of which there had to be some with berries, right? All of the foragers went out into the Wilds and returned with resources aplenty, enough to sell and pay back debts, no doubt.
There were no berries or nuts or herbs, much to the disappointment of her stomach. And no cotton or flax or . . . wool. How would she even get wool? Did this world even have sheep, or did it come from some other animal?
Silk seemed unreasonable. She’d need hundreds of caterpillars. Or maybe one giant one. Oh . . . that was something she didn’t need to think about at this precise moment in time.
The station used milk casein to substitute wool and soybean protein for silk. But something told her such resources weren’t available. She’d need to get creative if she was going to cut out the middleman and compete with Kiena on price.
But this place had been picked clean. And of course it had. All the people starving on the streets and driven to find food wherever they could had likely scoured the closest available areas for anything of value.
Eizel would just have to go where no one else dared travel: deeper. This troubling thought was accompanied by the swoosh of another party appearing on the waypoint stone.
She crashed back into the dirt, holding absolutely still until the group wandered off in the same direction as the last.
Was that the direction of the dungeon she had heard about? She was positively not ready to explore a dungeon of all places.
The moment they were out of sight, she stood and hastily took four steps onto what had looked like the dirt-covered ground but snapped under her weight.
She sucked in a breath, arms stretched out to the sides in an attempt to catch herself, and fell into a pit of spikes.





Chapter
Twenty-Six
E izel woke in the cemetery, teeth grinding. Who in all the stars would place such a dangerous trap near a waypoint stone?
Reckless!
So she did what any responsible person would. She slinked back to her place of death, nicely marked by a red skull on her map, and summoned her notebook.
The defaults were set for clothing design—white paper with an outline of the female figure—so she swapped the style profile, created the largest pad she could, tapped the black marker setting, and wrote, Warning! then drew an arrow that, when the sheet was attached to the tree, pointed to the now obvious pit.
Maybe it was always obvious? The top of the pit had been covered in wicker, which stuck out in places. At least now she knew what to look for. Chalk it up to life lessons she’d never forget.
She dismissed her notebook and rolled her eyes at the trap. Aymie was free to do as she pleased and felt a great need to besmirch the trap’s quality.
Good luck trapping anyone else!
She continued down the path four more steps and crashed into a second pit. Death was abrupt, slightly painful—the sort of pain that hit softly and didn’t last, despite three spikes through her chest—and, before she knew it, she was back at the cemetery. . . .
The gate guard—who she had been ignoring up to this point—now having seen her three times in an hour, asked in an astonished voice, “Again?”
She glared at him, actually seeing that he was a short and plump Lumarian man in ancient-looking plate armor. He had a bushy orange mustache, matching orange eyes, and some sort of orange tattoo that ran up his neck.
“Again,” she said firmly, feeling a touch more comfortable talking to an NPC than a real person who might identify her.
The waypoint distorted the world, and she snapped back into reality twenty feet from the two traps. Perhaps she shouldn’t go in that direction? Then again, perhaps someone was hiding all the best berry bushes over there.
That thought won out.
People didn’t make traps for the fun of it. They had better things to do. So, someone was trying to deter the competition, trying to keep all the good resources to themselves.
Apparently, everything was a competition. Well, she’d be victorious here, too!
Eizel—carefully sticking close to the trees and keeping an eye out for the telltale signs of more traps—progressed further into the forest.
With each step, it grew darker. The above canopy blocked out the pink glow of a new dawn. A knot of tension was building between her shoulder blades. She crossed her arms, refusing to touch anything.
Eww, that’s ick. The dark gray-blue bark of a fallen tree was mulching under the onslaught of any army of tiny white insects, their bodies fat and wiggly.
The ground sloped and twisted. Things moved about, making plants shake. She whipped toward one sound, then another, but there was never anything there to see.
Cold mud pressed up between her toes as she crept along, following bare bushes that beguiled her with the promise of something sweet if only she continued deeper.
The dark shadows were offset by purple mushrooms that glowed softly. Tiny flecks of luminescent pixels hung in the air, sparkling.
They’re . . . pretty.
The Wilds were always described as dangerous and scary. And by the Maker, they were! But pretty was never a descriptor. Yet, here she was, inspired in the most unlikely of places.
She opened her notebook, swapped the profile back to clothing design, and quickly sketched a new dress idea.
The main stroke of fabric, from under the bust to knee, would match the dark bark of the trees. The top, however, expanded out in a brilliant purple, the edges illuminated.
Hmm. How would she capture the light? Could she pick a mushroom? Were they . . . edible!
Eizel, like a puff of magic—or frantically racing across the gnarled roots that clung to the ground—appeared next to a patch of mushrooms.
They looked like stemware with thin bowls, filled with a rich wine from Old Earth, not that she had ever indulged in such things . . . when her parents were looking. . . .
These quickly dimmed and receded, leaving behind the smell of lilacs.
“Don’t go,” she said pleadingly. Her words, however, had no effect. Within a few seconds, the mushrooms were gone, sucked back down into their magical mycelial network.
Fantasy plants. Go figure.
This, however, brought her focus to something else, something delightfully better. A single berry across the way clung to a thin green branch, drooping from the weight of such a succulent find.
She paused only long enough to scan the ground for dirt-covered wicker, then sprang forward, sprinting the distance.
The berry practically fell off into her hand, just as eager to be picked as she was eager to pick it. The only thing that prevented her from shoving it into her mouth was a quiet voice at the back of her mind whispering its concern that the berry might be poisonous.
These were the Wilds. It wasn’t a groundless concern. She pointed her index and middle finger at the berry and twisted her wrist, summoning an Information Box.
¤ Luicon Berry [4 Satiated]
» A large wild berry. When ripe, will appear pink near the top and dark purple near the bottom. Does not drop seeds. Can be reduced to Luicon Sugar.
Eizel grinned. Anything that could be reduced to sugar simply had to taste heavenly!
This was the first piece of food she had touched since the beginning of this digital experiment, the day she woke as an orphan in a massive and strange house alone.
And she got it herself! The fruits of your labor, her father had repeated throughout her childhood, best flavor to savor.
She twisted the green stem off and lifted the berry to her mouth, only to be interrupted by a deep growl from behind.
Her heart stopped. She sucked in a breath, jumped, and whipped around to face a large white wolf baring its fangs. It hadn’t been there a second ago. She looked!
“Nice . . . doggy.” Her voice cracked. She held her shaking hands out, doing her best to pad the air. Her legs refused to move.
She and animals—especially large carnivorous ones—never quite got along. They couldn’t be reasoned with, not with how they stared hungrily like this one did.
It couldn’t have been a coincidence that the moment she picked her first berry, the wolf appeared. Maybe it had wanted the berry?
That thought faced resistance, most notably from her selfish desire to keep the berry. It was hers. She found it first! But . . . between being wolf meat and giving up a berry. . .?
There’ll be other berries!
She tossed it to the wolf, and it bounced off its very upset snout, which confirmed just how foolish she really was.
Wolves don’t eat berries!
They ate terribly prepared girls.





Chapter
Twenty-Seven
E izel opened her eyes. She stared up at the draping branches of the protective willow tree in the city’s cemetery. Again.
Again, again, again!
Over the last three days, she had died so many times she stopped counting. Her once fashionable black hooded cloak was now a patchwork of wool since she didn’t have the silk for repairs or money for the System to fix it automatically.
She knew the Wilds were dangerous. By the Maker, she knew! People chose to starve and sleep on the streets instead of braving the world beyond the walls. But this was ridiculous.
Moments ago, she died to a human-sized frog-looking creature that stood upright, holding a spear. It had a wide beak for a mouth and, in all honesty, didn’t look unfriendly.
It croaked in a way that sounded like words, as if it were trying to talk to her. An intelligent creature opened all sorts of possibilities, most notably, trade with the locals.
But, needless to say, it had an ulterior motive. Its hidden friend, with a total and complete lack of honor, impaled her with a spear through the back.
Never- trust- a frog!
Earlier, she caught a purple mushroom before it could shrink out of existence. It tasted nothing like how it looked! Glowing purple was a sweet flavor, not a terribly bitter one that made her spit it out and left her tongue burning.
The poison damage was severe and fast acting. But the description didn’t mention poison! This was likely due to missing some needed skill. After one bite, she teetered like a falling tree and burst into shards of light.
Yesterday, she found a picnic table covered in food: truckles of cheese cut into wedges; half a dozen different types of crackers; slices of prosciutto, mortadella, and salami; enough sandwiches to serve a dozen starving adventurers; and, what should have been alarming, the stench of moist rot.
Apparently, vine demons projected hallucinogenic pheromones, triggering visions of desire to lure foolish people into their mouths. She lasted a terrifyingly long fifteen seconds as thorny vines tore through her like a blender.
Then there were Day Wolves, Sunken Souls—yellow-boned skeletons in desperate need of a bath and a few puffs of eau de toilette—Acid Slimes, dangerously large hunting birds called Bailunteens, and, to round it out, more traps: pits, snares, darts, and swinging logs.
The gate guard had started calling her Shade, a gloomy ghost that refused to pass over. Another Lumarian guard, this one with green hair and eyes, laughed whenever he saw her, then drew a line with chalk onto the inner gate’s stone wall, tallying her deaths for some ongoing bet.
Worst of all, she had failed to find another berry or fruit or vegetable or one of those hidden Wilds chests people had talked about. A chest was like a free box of goodies.
Three- whole- days!
Or mostly whole days. Traversing the Wilds had a cost to her Stamina, forcing more naps than otherwise typical of someone starving.
She was practically a lazy cat. . . .
The only welcome effect death brought was that feeling she got after ascending to the Celestial Plane: warmth, love, and the reassurance that she would be okay. But it was so brief!
Maybe it was a lie, a lie like all the lies she had told to placate the others. The world was merely placating her while she struggled toward her unattainable goals.
This was then followed by waking here in the cemetery, those feelings abruptly torn away until the next time she ascended after death.
She let out a sigh and climbed off the stone slab. Her cloak wouldn’t last another death. And—praise the stars! she thought sarcastically, rolling her eyes—she was freshly out of wool.
Her family Stash had all her new dresses that couldn’t be sold. She’d need to start deconstructing them just to keep up the repairs, which felt like a total waste of material.
A school of Naufling fish—the betta-looking ones that swam through the air, growing flowers on whatever they touched—paused to consider her.
“I’m not giving up,” she said as if addressing the cemetery. The fish bobbed up and down, then waggled their fins and drifted away.
Success comes from perseverance, her father had always said. Right! She would persevere all day and night if she had to. Whatever it took.
A chime resonated in her head. She opened her red game screen, and the always-happy Eizel-mini pointed to a message.
The sender’s name sent a rush of icky unease to flood her chest. She closed her eyes, bobbed her head forward, and focused on breathing.
She had completely forgotten.
Cogs. . . .
It was foolish to think the message—and more importantly, what the message meant—would simply disappear if she ignored it.
Eizel-mini sat in the air, now wearing reading glasses, her stubby fingers pinching her chin, nodding as if she had any idea of what this meant.
¤ Message [Elizabeth Dunwork]
Dear Ms. Oqerton,
This is a cordial reminder of your family’s duty to appear at tonight’s Aurora Conventus as we celebrate our first month in Novae Terra. To be held at the Rendlons’ manor at 18:00.
Please extend this reminder to your parents. We have yet to receive their contact information.
Best regards,
Elizabeth Dunwork
Secretary to the High Councilmember of Agriculture, Ian Fional
It was the first government social function, which the Oqertons were contractually obligated to support.
It would be Eizel’s first official public appearance. And . . . she could already hear the hushed questions and gossip around her missing parents. . . .





Chapter
Twenty-Eight
E izel took another nap—this time, not in the Wilds . . . not that she would do that, of course!—and changed into her new betta-fish-inspired skirt matched with an elegant black cold-shoulder top, the seams red and ruffled.
The skirt had two strokes of fabric, one short that fanned out at mid-thigh, the other swooped low. Both had the texture of black scales that shimmered from blue to purple depending on the perspective and available light.
She wore her hair in an ornate set of braids, short on one side, long on the other. It went well with the skirt, using the idea of asymmetric design to give the completed look that special Wow factor.
With a few taps of her screen, her makeup applied itself: her lips a deep purple, the hollows of her cheeks a shade darker, glossy black mascara, and smokey eyeshadow.
Blue earrings and fingernail polish completed the facade of a proper and confident young lady, who thankfully remembered to change her name back to Eizel Oqerton from Aymie.
Not more than an hour later—her stomach in knots—she inconspicuously walked along the cobblestone road that led up to Rendlons’ manor, following a stream of people and carriages.
She’d just blend in. That was the goal for the night. Look the part, be present, and blend in with the other founder families, social elites, merchants, and developers.
By all the lucky stars in the night sky, the Rendlons were neighbors. If someone asked why she didn’t ride in a carriage, as one of her station would, she could simply say it was not needed for such a short distance.
The Oqertons had four carriages but lacked the coachmen to drive them. And she certainly couldn’t act both the driver and passenger. That would be ridiculous.
None of the other powerful families had that issue. They rode in their fancy white carriages that were pulled by fantastical beasts.
Eizel kept her distance, not needing to die again. But these beasts were well-behaved compared to their Wilds counterparts. In fact, none of them seemed remotely interested in taking a tiny—no doubt delectable—taste of her.
One beast looked like a seahorse in the shape of an actual horse. In place of typical coarse hair, it had smooth skin where its green and blue scales didn’t form. Its large black eyes considered her, then tossed its fleshy mane and made a rolling purr of a sound as if it were a colossal cat.
She faded back into the crowd. Their excited murmurs confirmed that this was likely their first conventus, a social function of entertainment, and gathered support for whatever pressing concern the guest speaker pushed.
The government had limited participation, letting the people speak and promote solutions to common societal problems. This was seen as more ideal than regulations and mandates, not that those didn’t take place, too.
The road curved toward a porte-cochère where a path split into two switchback staircases. The stone steps were draped with a ruby-hued carpet and illuminated by floating balls of fire.
Fountains murmured, emitting water from the meticulously carved maws of stone dragons. The Rendlons loved their dragons. Some would say a little too much, but a dragon was far more creative than what other families thought to be proper decor.
Eizel followed the people, willfully ignorant of the various glances and awkward stares from gentlemen her age. She wore her finest social mask, even if doing so felt like it drained a point of Stamina every minute.
When given the choice between the far less traveled stairway—a staircase reserved for the most important of people—and the commoners’ staircase, she chose to remain with the crowd, shrouded by their number.
They progressed up the stairs and through a stone archway leading into a foyer with high ceilings. The walls were covered in gilded frames, protecting canvases of dragons in flight, in battle, sleeping, or simply looking majestic in their metallic scales that reflected moonlight.
Lumarian guards stood upright along the walls, more as pieces of decoration than for protection, no doubt. They wore their shiniest of armors and appeared quite presentable despite their odd and unnatural hair color: green, blue, and purple, to name a few.
They must utilize their own social masks to ignore the rude whispers at their expense. Then again—and it was easy to forget—they were just code, not people.
She didn’t have the benefit of existing as a mindless and unfeeling function of the world. No, she felt way too many emotions, exhausting emotions like the burrowing sense of anxiety that seemed to be just as permanent a feature of her digital soul as were the pains of her perpetually empty stomach.
Despite how scary the Wilds were, it felt . . . free out there, weightless. She didn’t realize that at the time, but comparing what it was like out there to this, the differences were quite alarming.
Death in the Wilds was but a temporary and forgiving failure. But to die here, to fail here, the consequences would become insurmountable.
Just blend in. . . .
“Ms. Oqerton?” a woman called, raising a hand over the crowd in Eizel’s direction.
She stiffened and pretended, quite successfully, to have not heard the woman. The crowd was, after all, rather noisy. They continued forward, and she tried not to hurry their progress while her name was called a few more times.
A hand grabbed her arm, and she turned, displaying the perfect amount of surprise one would expect had she really been surprised. This deceptive reaction helped cover the sheer disappointment of being found already.
“Ms. Oqerton,” the woman admonished gently, “you are in the wrong line, my dear.” She had softly wrinkled ochre skin that was excellently matched with an ivory dress, the sleeves a weave of green lace.
“I am?” Eizel asked, keeping her dismay bottled up. None of the real-world conventuses separated attendees. But back then, merchants and developers wouldn’t have made the cut. She stepped aside to let the others pass.
“You are. But no need to fret. I’m Kalifa, your attendant. I say, I waited by the carriages and did not see you come in.”
“I walked.”
“You’re serious?”
“It’s a short walk. We’re neighbors.”
“Ah. Well, I suppose that makes sense. And where might I find your parents? It’s vital I locate them.”
Yes . . . vital. That was a good word for it. It was vital that Eizel found them, too. The chances of them being here, however, were quite slim.
“Regrettably,” she said smoothly in a practiced voice, “my mother and father couldn’t make it today. They are dealing with a time-sensitive matter. I’ll be representing them.”
Kalifa looked confused. “You will? I was not informed of this. But you are an Oqerton. In the end, I suppose that’s all that matters. Come this way, please.”
Eizel reluctantly followed the woman across the foyer, down a hallway, and up another set of spiral stairs. The walls covered in arched windows and paintings, none of which were of the Rendlons.
Kalifa summoned her game screen, which was an emerald green outlined in white flourishes. “If you would, please accept my contact information. This will put my old nerves at rest in case I can’t find you later.”
A dialog screen materialized.
¤ Contact Invite
» Kalifa would like to exchange contact information.
» Accept or Decline?
Eizel tapped the Accept button, and the dialog screen burst into red pixels that quickly faded.
She wanted to ask Why, but it was probably best she didn’t. There was no harm in exchanging contact information. Asking too many questions would invite unnecessary scrutiny.
They came upon a large double door and stopped. Kalifa checked her game screen—the contents, annoyingly, were blurred to Eizel—nodded, and asked, “Are you ready?”
“Of course,” Eizel said, that sensation of anxiety growing. Ready for . . . what?
“This is a new tradition. New world, new traditions. It’s something they used to do on Old Earth. I think you’ll love it.” Kalifa opened the door and ushered Eizel through.
The other side revealed a large circular courtyard beneath a blanket of stars. Two or three hundred people, dressed in their finest, mingled in groups below.
A stout man wearing the court uniform of black and gold nodded his greeting. He stood to the side, arms held behind his back.
Kalifa gently directed Eizel to the center of the topmost step of a stairway that curved down to the main floor. It was identical to two others, attached to the continuous balcony.
The seven high councilmembers—judiciary, agriculture, education, welfare, defense, treasury, and development—stood a quarter of the way around the balcony, silently watching.
Eizel swallowed hard.
So much for blending in. . . .





Chapter
Twenty-Nine
“A nnouncing,” the court herald said in a loud voice projected across the courtyard. All of the many people looked up from their conversations. “Eizel Oqerton, representing Quin and Idrielle Oqerton of the Oqerton Alliance.”
He gave her a polite nod, which served as her cue. Despite the churning protest of her stomach—finding many things to complain about at that moment—her training kicked in, and her body moved as if on its own.
With perfect posture and a perfect smile that would have made her father proud, she glided down the steps, her purple and blue skirt catching the light.
She gently bowed to the high councilmembers, wearing their exotic and bright clothes. They returned the gesture without looking entirely pleased with her as a substitute for her parents.
People whispered. Gossip, her father had once said, is like holding dirty oil in your fist. It leaks out everywhere and makes a mess.
It . . . felt like the very walls were pressing in from all around. Everyone wanted her parents, not her. The discovery of her terrible secret seemed inevitable.
She forced herself to breathe.
A string quintet played music on the balcony opposite the high councilmembers, and she nodded her appreciation to their contribution.
Below them, beneath the balcony supported by large marble columns, were dozens of round tables lit by golden chandeliers in the shapes of flying dragons. Waiters navigated the space, holding large silver trays.
Food. . .?
She nearly missed a step. Her stomach growled insistently, and she had to swallow the immediate buildup of saliva.
“Announcing,” another court herald said from across the room, generously pulling the attention away from her to announce the arrival of the Thentoshes.
At the last step, Mr. Rendlon himself reached out for her hand and kissed it. He was a few inches taller than her and had pale skin and thick gray hair that was perfectly combed, juxtaposed by a messy white beard.
“My dear,” he said in a fawning, grandfatherly way, “you look as stunning as ever. Am I to believe you designed this?”
“It’s something I threw together a few days ago. You like it?”
“Like it? That is an understatement. And I doubt you need to hear this from an old timer like myself, but being unique has value.” He motioned to the group of girls surrounding Kiena Starworth, all wearing the free dress they had received from her.
“It does not matter,” he continued, “how good something is when everyone else is doing the same thing.” He winked, then excused himself.
Somehow, though it shouldn’t be surprising given his successes as a prudent business owner of analytical information, the man knew Eizel had been forced out of the market.
His idea of being unique was not entirely new—she actively aimed to be unique—but maybe she wasn’t pursuing it enough? The idea was worth more thought.
Kiena stared from across the courtyard while her doppelgängers talked and laughed around her. She was an enigma, plotting something despicable, no doubt.
Eizel, on the other hand, was famished! She’d normally approach the girls and engage in all the typical and expected social niceties, but that could wait.
She slipped through the gathered people, catching the ends of discussions as she moved. The food crisis was hot on everyone’s tongues.
Then there was the growing homeless problem and comments about people being lazy as if everyone here wasn’t granted an unfair starting amount and businesses for past deeds.
But . . . well, she had the same opinion not long ago, before she knew what it was like to go out into the Wilds. Now it just felt like some people had it a lot easier than others.
A young Analian man—as noted by his light brown skin and black forehead marks, unique to his House—in a waiter’s uniform nearly dropped his tray of hors d’oeuvres. He grimaced, found his balance, then quickly looked around for any witnesses to his near disaster.
Their eyes met.
He must have sensed the desperate callings from her stomach and made a beeline to her. “Hors d’oeuvre, miss?” he asked with a slight accent he was obviously trying to cover up. He lowered the tray containing lines of circular rollups with some type of white filling.
She took one. Just one. That was the expected number to partake. If no one was watching—but that was never the case—she’d have yanked the tray from the nervous waiter and made for her escape. Even so, and with only one, she did her very best to not dance on the spot.
Fingers shaking, she lifted the morsel of food to her lips. The scent of cheese and roasted tomato teased her senses, building the anticipation of explosive flavor and, more importantly, an absence of the incessant stomach pain of starvation.
A white-gloved hand caught her wrist, and the rollup was pulled free. “Thank the Maker!” Soren said as if rescuing a defenseless maiden from one of the dragons. He flung the rollup at the waiter, and it stuck to the young man’s uniform.
She swallowed hard. Her social mask cracked. But then recovered enough to raise an eyebrow.
“Oh my, was it poisoned?” she asked with a forced smile. It was considerably better than the alternative: screaming like a mad woman.
Her stomach demanded recompense!
But she had an image to uphold.
Soren brushed back his blond hair and smiled like a prince, leaning on his best attribute, which seemed to work on the other girls he flirted with.
He had the perfect tinge of a tan that said he was trying too hard. It went well with his crystal-blue eyes, black uniform, white trousers, and blue sash drawn diagonally across his chest.
“Worse,” he whispered conspiratorially, “it’s government food. The Rendlons didn’t want to host this gathering, using the sharp incline of food prices to wiggle out of their contractual obligations. So, the government is providing the food. Trust me, you didn’t want it.”
Her heart fancied the idea of bursting from her chest and strangling the man. Regrettably, instead, she said with a few bats of her eyelashes, “It seems you’ve saved me.”
“Of course! If it weren’t for those terrorists—atrocious Redeemers—I’m certain we’d be betrothed by now.” He glanced down the front of her, the edge of his mouth curling up. “That doesn’t have to change, you know? I fancy you; you obviously fancy me. Let us continue what would have been.”
The string quintet started a new song. Soren, without another word, grabbed her hand and marched her out to where others had started dancing.
He was insufferable! All of her potential matches were. They shared one aspect above all others, an incredibly inflated ego.
She turned and placed her hand on his shoulder, accepting his on her waist. They glided around in circles, every step perfect, every angle intended, smiling and laughing for the benefit of the onlookers who got to eat the food.
The music settled, and Soren said, “We’re perfect together. Don’t you agree?”
“You are a fine gentleman,” she said, emphasizing fine, “and would make a fine husband. But Soren, we have eternity. I think it’s prudent we don’t rush anything.”
He frowned. It was as pretty as his smile. Before he got to reply, however, Arlo appeared, his ego enjoying a few puffs of hot air to match his tapered afro. “Soren, Eizel, might I cut in?”
And so went the night, from Soren to Arlo to Gabriel to Felix to Theodore. Even a few young men from the merchants and developers jumped at the opportunity to woo the princess of the Oqertons, exchanging nervous words, their dance skills incredibly lacking.
The ugly truth was that none of them cared about her, the person beneath the fancy clothes and makeup. She was an object of their desire and a struggle for power.
The second they discovered she had no power, she’d be thrown away and trudged upon. They’d whisper about her in the shadows. Just another cautionary tale to pass along.
With the dancing complete, Eizel hastily searched for waiters that just might have something to eat. She turned and stopped, facing Kalifa.
“Well,” the woman said with an energetic smile, “aren’t you the popular one? You have all the most eligible bachelors scrambling for your hand. Exciting!”
“You flatter me,” Eizel said. “Is there something you need?”
The music faded, and Mr. Rendlon, standing out at the center of the courtyard beneath the stars, asked everyone for their attention. Talking quieted to whispers, which then quieted to the distant sound of music the world always had playing.
“Thank you for coming tonight,” he said with a smile. “It has been a pleasure to see and talk with each of you again and to do so in this new and marvelous world!
“Of course, we didn’t gather just to socialize and entertain. We’ve gathered to discuss and raise money for problems facing our society.
“Our guest speaker is none other than the gorgeous and talented young woman you all know as Eizel Oqerton.”
Huh?





Chapter
Thirty
E izel froze.
She was the guest speaker?
Her skin prickled under the expectant stares of the entire courtyard singling her out. People near her stepped away, all except for Kalifa, who gently took Eizel’s arm and walked her out toward the center.
It now made a lot more sense why her family was contractually obligated to attend. Even so, a simple reminder of the specifics of that obligation would have been appreciated.
She didn’t have a passing clue as to what to say! A speech? Something her father would give to soften the hearts of the wealthy and open their figurative wallets.
She resisted the urge to fold her arms as if she were in the Wilds, guarding herself against the many lurking dangers.
Kalifa whispered, “You’ll do great.” She let go and returned to the ring of people.
Mr. Rendlon took Eizel’s hand in both of his, smiling his kind and old smile. He helped her to the center platform and asked the room to give a round of applause, which they did.
Her mind raced.
He stepped away.
The room quieted.
And she licked her lips, heart acting very much like it did right before each of her tragic deaths, knowing that nothing good would come if she botched this.
What would father say?
She drew a deep breath, looked at her gathered audience, and smiled. Confidence was everything. Her father was the epitome of confidence.
“Ladies, gentlemen, we gather because, despite the marvel of this world, it is not perfect.”
Her stomach growled in agreement. Food. Of course, food! That was the biggest problem facing their digital and once-real society.
“We have endured,” she said. “Months of shared rationing and splitting calorie packets. Hunger was a constant and shared aspect of those who fought to survive.
“And survive, we did!” Her mind summoned the faces of her parents. Yes, they survived, too. They were out there, waiting to be found.
“But . . .” she said, letting her gaze fall to the floor, instinctually knowing that everything was a performance, “there are many who continue to live that terrible experience. We have the means to buy food; they do not.
“How can our society heal and grow while the suffering continues? These people are our eternal brothers and sisters. We are a family of families that sought the impossible among the stars.
“And now we exist at the center of the digital frontier. This world will be what we make of it. We can either make it a world without suffering or limit our sights to ourselves while the world crumbles around us.”
Paint a picture, she thought, reciting her public speaking instructor. A crumbling world was a good picture. Now she needed to bring it home, which meant the Oqertons had to start with a donation.
Except . . . she had no money.
The room remained silent, everyone dealing with the somber memories of their last days of life. It was a strong—and lucky—comparison to show that what everyone had experienced was not over.
“The Oqertons will stand against suffering,” she said, her thoughts shifting through every possible donation offer, knowing they were all lies. Who lied about charity? The worst of the worst people, that was who.
But then her thoughts struck something real, something obvious. “We will donate all of our unused land for the common good.”
People gasped. Space—especially in the Garentin colony ship—had always been precious. All of the wealth and influence before digitizing had been spent on acquiring assets in this world, and of those assets, land remained the most valuable.
But this world was boundless! And she had nothing else to give. If the people were distracted by the generosity of her offer, they wouldn’t go digging into the abnormalities of her family’s activities.
This would also stop people from wondering why her family hadn’t started a garden. The property could be rezoned as a farm, help people, and hide her secrets.
She smiled, feeling the puzzle pieces connect perfectly. “Who will stand with us?”
The room erupted in applause.
    
An hour later, Eizel extricated herself from the crowd. Many of the most wealthy families had land to donate and were willing to contribute to the cause. Others had money, which didn’t require them to give up their most valuable—and appreciable—asset.
The high councilmembers—hopefully pleased by the presented problem and solutions—had left to do whatever high councilmembers did.
Of course, had they done their actual job, this world wouldn’t be in such a broken state. Her parents would be home. And she could go back to living carefree.
Could she go back to that life?
Things had changed.
She had changed.
But presently, food was her focus. Only one waiter remained, walking smoothly between groups of people talking about how to solve the food crisis. Land would help, but they needed seeds and people to do the work.
She hastily pursued her mark, eyes locked onto the few remaining hors d’oeuvres trying to escape.
At three steps away, Kiena Starworth—unaccompanied by the other girls—blocked the path. “Oh, my shimmering stars, Eizel, your family is so generous. Donating all of your land?”
Eizel fought against an exaggerated eye roll that was most certainly not befitting her station. And . . . sigh . . . the hors d’oeuvres escaped.
Were she Aymie, she would have pursued the full theatric display, unconcerned with upper-class repercussions. She might have even gone further and punched the girl in the nose for valid reasons.
Imagining that brought about a smile. “We’re only doing what we can for the people.”
“And then some. Say, I haven’t seen this skirt and top before. Is this what you were going to show off the other day?”
“We’ll just never know, will we?”
Kiena frowned. She scanned the room, then grabbed Eizel’s arm and pulled her behind a marble column. “Cut the crap,” she whispered intensely. “What are you playing at?”
Eizel pulled away. “Playing at?”
“I was expecting some competition, but you just rolled over. And you missed the last meeting.”
“I was busy.”
“Right. You’re planning something. I know it.”
“So what if I am?” she asked.
“Well, I just want you to know that it doesn’t matter what you do. I’m going to win every- single- time, so do your worst.”
Eizel chortled.
“What?”
Kiena overplayed her hand. Her insecurity filled in the blanks, making it pretty obvious what her concerns were about.
“It must cost a lot to have Dorian Dubois design your clothes. And I’m guessing you paid the stores for better placement to force me out? On top of that, you’re giving everything away to the most influential girls under the guise of generosity and friendship rather than marketing.”
Kiena didn’t say anything.
“I guess,” Eizel said, inspecting her nails, “if I were you, I’d be concerned, too. Your prices are too low, your costs are too high, and you’re about to lose your biggest assets.”
Kiena straightened, and her eyes widened. “Stars, what are you talking about?”
Eizel smiled and shrugged. “Are you seriously asking me to expound on my business strategies to my competition? You’ll just have to wait for our next meeting.
“But if you want to share, have you made any profit, or are you bleeding money in the hopes of putting me out of business?”
She waited four seconds, then said, “Kiena, your little stunt has only helped me. I’m not going anywhere. Well, figuratively. I actually have someplace to be, but it was so very nice catching up with you.”





Chapter
Thirty-One
T he benefit of endlessly starving was how it forced Eizel to take naps every few hours, which gave her an interesting schedule, to say the least.
While everyone else was preparing for bed, she was now wide awake and ready to get things done.
Money just might not be the biggest problem. Kiena’s greatest cost was her designer. She had to sell a lot of clothing to recoup the investment.
Eizel, on the other hand, was the designer. She loved creating new dresses and skirts and styles. So, why not create exclusive clothing?
No more duplication.
Each client would get something unique that perfectly matched them. This allowed for much higher prices, much lower costs, and she could sell direct, cutting out the merchants.
Of course, none of that explained why she was out here in the Wilds . . . at night. . . .
Truth be told, she was afraid. And while that ridiculous fear existed, she wouldn’t be able to find her parents. This scared, weak version of herself needed to die.
Her time was running out. Writing letters on her parents’ behalf could only placate the government and other families for so long. And that time was coming up.
She crept along a well-traveled path, reasonably sure no one else would be out here in the dark.
The purple mushrooms lit up the trees. Green moss glowed and hung from branches. Fireflies and blue-winged moths flittered about.
It was beautiful and terrifying. The music had changed. It was no longer adventurous. An owl hooted. A scratching sound came from a tree to the right.
A Plusuk bug, fat and slow with an elephant-looking trunk, frantically flapped its tiny wings, veered off course, slammed into a tree, and plopped to the ground.
Then a rumbling growl came from behind.
She spun so fast that she nearly toppled over. It wasn’t a Day Wolf, which should have been obvious given the time.
¤ Night Wolf [Lvl. 6]
» A cursed wolf. Transforms between its Day and Night version. The Night Wolf is two times larger and more aggressive. Unlike wolves of old, may hunt alone.
Eizel, having experienced death by a Day Wolf more than once, was quite certain death by a Night Wolf couldn’t be any better.
She pressed her right index finger against the side of her thumb until it clicked, triggering Sprint for the first time. It drained her abysmally low Stamina from 29 to 19.
Without exchanging any niceties with the impolite and grumpy wolf, she spun and raced away. The wolf gave chase.
They shot across the hard dirt and rocks and over bushes. Shy mushrooms shrank away as she passed them. And glowing insects ignored them altogether.
This had to be what being a Runner was like. It was thrilling! She felt so light and fast and in control. Fear bubbled at the back of her mind, but it didn’t encompass her every move.
Death wasn’t the end.
And she could handle a little pain.
The path wrapped large jutting stones, and she followed it around, the Night Wolf nipping at her heels. Little red damage numbers sprang into the night air and ascended toward the above canopy.
She had never once sprinted so fast in any life, pushing every step to go further and faster. There was a wildness to it, a disregard for all the many ways she could get hurt.
But caution limited her. It was act-or-die out here, and she acted, a grin pulling at her lips as the air rushed past, making her patchwork cloak flap behind her.
The path turned.
She followed it.
The wolf tore its fangs through her calf.
Then the route abruptly ended with a wall of wooden spikes. She sucked in a panicked breath, her few options flashing through her mind in a fraction of a second:
Veer into the underbrush where she’d likely crash into something; try to stop and get impaled; or . . . was that a hole at the center?
She did what scared her the most. She dove, head first, toward the wall of dangerously long spikes, aiming for the hole at the center.
Something sliced across her arm. Something else cut her leg. Then her face slammed against the very hard ground, giving the world a sharp ringing sound.
Her lower half—the portion of her body that didn’t get the memo about stopping—continued forward, flipping her right side up onto her butt.
“Ha!” Izaak yelled, appearing only a few feet away, his natural complexion blending into the night. “It worked! I-I didn’t expect someone else to draw a monster, but, ehh, can’t complain. You okay?”
Eizel, sucking in breath after breath, her heart thudding to a happy I’m-still-alive tune, turned to see the Night Wolf hanging on the wall, stuck on five spears.
“Aymie, was it?” he asked. “You handled that like a boss! I mean, you might want to work on the landing part, but I’m sure you’re alright, right? You okay? Nothing’s broken?” He laughed at his joke.
She nodded and grinned. A clump of mud dropped from her cheek. There was absolutely zero expectation of surviving an encounter with any mob, let alone a Night Wolf. That wasn’t her goal. The goal was to conquer her fear by dying as many times as needed.
But now . . .
She looked at the wolf hungrily, savagely.
“Hey, half of it’s yours,” he said. “And Night Wolves drop up to six meat. You hungry?”
She nodded again and blinked back tears. They weren’t her tears. They were happy-stomach tears. “Why are you out here?” she finally asked.
“Out here? It’s night,” he said matter-of-factly. “That’s the best time to forage if you actually want to find anything. Didn’t I tell you that?”
She shook her head.
“Oh, well, I’m just the cogging worst teacher, aren’t I? Let me make it up to you, alright?”
He moved up to the wolf. A stack of five blocks hovered above the monster, the topmost block glowing and rotating. “That’s a timer,” he said. “You have five minutes after a kill to skin a skin-able monster, which anyone can do.”
He tapped the wolf, and a green dialog screen appeared. He held his finger down on the little screen until the wolf burst apart into pixels. It dropped a bag that hovered in the air.
“That’s . . . mine?” Eizel asked, climbing to her feet.
“If there’s a bag, it’s yours. I can’t see your loot unless we’re in a party. Go ahead and grab your stuff, and I’ll make us something with my portion. Don’t got a lot of time before a new mob spawns.”
She tapped the bag, and a new screen appeared.
¤ Loot
» 1× Night Wolf Pelt
» 2× Night Wolf Meat
» 3 chyps
Swiping her index and middle fingers to the left deposited the items into her inventory. Even if she died now, she’d still have the items sans some durability damage. It was the first actual loot she had earned, which filled her chest with a giddy sense of accomplishment.
Izaak tapped his screen, and a campfire ignited between them. “Fire is easy to make. Just need three sticks and twine, which you can make from plant fiber. And once you have a heat source, all you need is to combine the right ingredients using the Crafting system. It takes about a minute if you’ve got everything.”
She licked her lips. A minute. In just a minute, she’d have something to eat. It could be charred and covered in dirt. She wouldn’t care. And, as the official spokesperson for her stomach, neither would it.
Then a nagging thought wriggled its way into her consciousness, prompted by the wall of spikes. “Wait,” she said, “you make traps?”
“Yeah.”
“Did you make pit traps by the waypoint?”
He grinned and nodded. “Yeah! They are— Whoa, why you have that crazy look on your face?”
“I died. Twice!”
“Pfft! Those are for mobs.”
“It’s not like I wanted to fall into them. Don’t you think it’s a . . .”
“What? What’s wrong?”
“Did you make the log trap?” He pinched his lips together and smiled innocently. “The snare trap? The poison darts, too!”
She glared at his non-answers.
“Eat this,” he said, proffering a plate with a steak on it. “You’re hangry. I can tell. I get that way, too. So, you know, no judgment.”
The little rage monster in her chest wasn’t done. But . . . steak. Her legs didn’t want to hold her up anymore. She plopped to her butt next to the fire, holding real food, not just a berry or random vegetable, a steak.
She recklessly chomped down, forgoing the use of the provided cutlery, half-expecting her life to end abruptly in the jaws of some terrible monster.
But she didn’t die. Her mouth filled with tender, juicy meat seasoned with something she couldn’t pinpoint.
Uncontrollable tears ran down her cheeks. It was the absolute most delicious thing she had ever—in life or death—tasted.
“It’s, ehh, bad?” Izaak asked, concerned. “People don’t usually cry when they eat my food. That’s a new one for me. I swear I didn’t poison it.”
“It’s,” she said and sniffed, “the best.”
THE END OF
Part Four





Part Five







Chapter
Thirty-Two
Seven minutes after Dren Becker contacted Entin and the Dungeon Runners to request help
A ll of the colors of the world elongated and twisted. There was a collective intake of breath as if every person in the city decided to inhale at once.
Then everything snapped together.
Entin Soroy, leader of the Dungeon Runners, stood somewhere he had not been before: a new waypoint?
Crooked trees leaned this way and that, covered in odd bunches of mushrooms. Their branches stretched toward the afternoon sky, supporting verdant leaves and curious birds tweeting casually.
A ring of golden pixels streamed around the platform, indicating that he, his party—Triton and Aayra, excluding Bailey, who was still regrowing her leg—and Dren Becker’s daughter Ava were temporarily invulnerable.
Ava, with as much attitude as a girl in her early twenties could muster, rolled her honey-brown eyes and hurried off the circular stone. The golden pixels turned gray and faded.
She brushed her brunette hair behind an ear and looked back to give Entin an impatient glare. She wore the default brown shorts and shirt like they did, bare feet trudging the dirt.
Entin summoned his game screen and followed. The map of the Land was an ocean of black, indicating unexplored territory. This new waypoint placed them about eight miles north of the Troken Dungeon.
“How did you find this waypoint?” he asked. Traveling this far into the Wilds was cogging impressive. Most of the adventurers barely poked the forest beyond the city’s walls.
Ava blew out a lungful of air and continued marching down the path, choosing to ignore him as she had since first meeting them near the city.
“Yo, maybe,” Triton added, keeping a keen eye on Ava’s figure, staring lower than would appear appropriate, “she’s got a bad case of the Echo.”
“I don’t!” Ava said, glaring back at the blue-haired guy, prompting him to grin.
“I got her to say something. Score!”
“The Echo doesn’t do that,” Aayra said, speaking from experience. “Even the worst cases of it wouldn’t prevent someone from talking. She just thinks herself superior.”
Ava whipped around, hands on her hips. “As if. Don’t pull me into that dented bickering about class. This is a complete waste of time. I should be the one to save my parents, not a bunch of . . . Runners.” She said the word with distaste.
Entin dismissed his game screen. It collapsed to blue and silver pixels. “Alright, what’s stopping you then?”
“My Pa, that’s who,” she said, then immediately crouched, a finger pressed to her lips. Everyone followed her example, becoming alert.
Something snorted beyond a few trees and bushes. It sounded like a Pa’unog, one of the hoglike mounts the Gunthek used.
Ava grabbed the front of her shirt and frowned, evidently expecting to find her bow. She caught him watching her and mouthed, Scout.
A low, rhythmic wet voice sounded like the scout was talking. The words didn’t make sense and flowed as if in a bored drawl.
Two Guntheks rounded a bush not more than twenty feet ahead. They looked like frogs except for their black beaks. Each stood about four feet tall, had bulging yellow bellies, wore scraps of leather for armor, and carried bone spears.
Aayra tensed and eased back until Entin signaled her to stop. For scouts, they weren’t very observant. In fact, the most observant of the party was likely the Pa’unog that the leading Gunthek rode.
It was a muscular creature with fluffy green fur. Jagged black tusks extended out nearly a foot ahead of it, likely used to impale its prey. It sniffed the air, head rolling left and right.
“Ruo bi ba oughruk,” said the leader. Its companion, smaller and lighter in skin color, made a high-pitched noise and croaked as if in laughter. That abruptly stopped when the leading Gunthek slammed the shaft of its spear down upon its companion’s head.
A minute later, the two scouts disappeared around a tree, only present by the sound of the leading Gunthek’s monologue.
Ava stood, finding herself very close to Triton, who had somehow moved up next to her while everyone was distracted.
“Yo,” he said and grinned. “You dating anyone?”
She let out a breath, rolled her eyes, and marched forward, hurrying her step. “The dungeon’s up here,” she whispered. “But the Guntheks patrol this area, so we need to be careful.”
Triton nodded. “I’m the best at being careful and stuff. It’s practically my middle name.”
“I thought,” Aayra said with a smirk, “Danger was your middle name?”
“Who says I can’t have more than one middle name? And cogs, girlio, I said practically. Way to miss a detail, Ms. Genius.”
Entin, not for the first time that day, wondered whether he had invited the right people to be Dungeon Runners. This whole thing was a trial, one that had succeeded well in the undersea library.
But now they were being tested by adventurers. If they could pull this off, word would spread, and new jobs—lucrative jobs—would fall into their laps.
Today marked a massive change to their lives, yet his party continued to treat it without respect. Lourne would know what to do. Maybe Entin just had to ask the man how to be a leader.
Ava climbed a tangled mess of roots. It led up to a stone ledge sandwiched between trees covered in moss and purple mushrooms.
Entin and the others followed. If not for Ava, he wouldn’t have thought twice about the ledge that led into a twisting path, walled by trees until it opened to a dungeon’s entrance.
A large octahedron-shaped white crystal hovered in front of a smooth-cut stone. Wisps of white lifted from the stone’s surface, drifting there like clouds. Four smaller black crystals in the same shape as the main crystal floated out from the center at forty-five-degree angles.
“How did you even find this?” he asked. Each dungeon entrance seemed to have been secreted away into the fantasy landscape.
“Does it matter?” Ava asked. “My parents won’t last forever in there. And this dungeon has a modifier. If the entire party dies, we can’t try again, not to mention we won’t have any gear.”
This world had so many mysteries, yet no one wanted to share their knowledge. It was cogging obnoxious.
What would Lourne do?
The man would get straight to business, take charge, ask the right questions, and tell everyone what to do so they didn’t waste time.
“Send me an invite to your party,” Entin said, standing a little taller and taking command. It was, after all, what they were paying him for. “What’s the dungeon’s theme?”
“You can find that out when you get in there,” she said, summoning her red game screen. She tapped a few times until a new dialog appeared.
¤ Party Invite
» Ava has invited you to her party.
» Accept or Decline?
“This is what’s going to happen,” he said, battling two fronts: anxiety and annoyance. He purposely let the invite dialog hover in the air. “We’re here to help you. If you won’t cooperate, we’re leaving.”
“Leaving!” she yelled, then cupped her mouth. In a much quieter tone, she said, “But I just brought you here and paid to unlock the waypoint for you. You can’t leave now.”
“I’m not working with someone who doesn’t want our help.”
“Yeah,” Triton said, always eager to add value to the conversation, “You have to want it.”
“You, shut up.”
Aayra laughed.
Ava crossed her arms and breathed through her nose. “Fine. This is dented. But fine. I’ll cooperate.”
“Good. Because you’re going to be one of my Runners.”
“Me?”
“Yes. I have three members. You and your parents make up another three, keeping us within the six-member max. And you’ve actually been in the dungeon. You know what we’re up against.
“So let me ask again, why waste time getting us if you can save the day? And what’s the dungeon’s theme?”
Ava looked at him, then flicked her eyes to the portal’s crystals before looking back. “I tried, okay? Redeemers’ folly, I tried and died four cogging times trying to get back to my parents. But all of the mobs are camping the entrance.”
“You were just going to send us in there to die?” Entin asked.
“To die?” Triton echoed, mimicking Entin’s aggravated expression.
She tensed. “No, I—”
“I get it,” Entin said, “you don’t want to be shown up by a Runner. But maybe you should stop thinking this is about ego and think more about fixing the problem you created.”
“I didn’t create the problem,” she said, miffed.
“You didn’t aggro the mobs and pull them to the entrance, making it so your parents can’t escape?”
“I was . . . helping. And if I can’t fight through them, what makes you think you can?”
Entin could feel the seconds ticking away to the point when her parents would materialize here with nothing and no way back to reclaim their gear.
He finally accepted the party invite. “Dungeon Runners,” he said, motioning to Triton and Aayra, sending each a party invite, “don’t fight monsters. We exploit dungeons. We avoid the enemy or aggro them away.
“You’ll be our Grabber,” he said, pointing to Ava. “You know where you died, so you can get there and back the fastest. Triton and Aayra are Distractors. They will sacrifice themselves to keep the monsters from you.”
“That’s what you do?” Ava asked, something evidently clicking in her head. Her attitude seemed to wash away at that moment, realizing they were not crazy, low-level adventurers with no gear. It was all a strategy.
He nodded and asked her to quickly explain the details of the dungeon while he pointed two fingers at it and twisted his wrist, summoning its Information Box.
¤ Abruel Dungeon [Exquisite · Rank 2]
» Dungeon Reset: 14h 41m
» Prime Treasures: 5/5
» Leaderboard: Unclaimed
» Modifiers: Limited 1
¤ Limited [Dungeon Modifier]
» A limited dungeon can only be attempted the number of times indicated. Once started, if there are no party members in the dungeon, the dungeon instance ends, and the party cannot reattempt until the dungeon resets.
» Death incurs a 5-minute cooldown before the party member may be permitted to re-enter.





Chapter
Thirty-Three
T he mission was a go.
Entin tapped Accept on the dungeon’s dialog.
Black crystals snapped to the corners of the portal’s doorway. The central crystal burst apart into teal liquid, forming waves that crashed against an invisible upright barrier.
“Second dungeon-place,” Triton said, grinning, “here I come!” He jumped through before Aayra could shush him.
She rolled her eyes and followed after a two-second count. They had the very important job of dispersing the mobs on the other side.
“Will this work?” Ava asked, worrying her bottom lip. Her attitude had a complete change of heart, now waving a pro-Dungeon Runner flag.
“Of course,” Entin lied, forcing confidence into his voice. He did his best to fill his chest with air, forcing out the unease.
With his Stamina at a Current Max of 78, well . . . cogs, he didn’t feel ready for this. It was going to be a mad dash through the chaos of a harder dungeon.
His internal clock dinged, and he forced all of his doubts to the back of his mind and stepped through.
Cold liquid enveloped him, then his foot landed on the firm green ground on the other side.
A disarray of unrealistically huge curving vines looped around each other, up and down, with equally massive red roses, their petals glowing in the dim light, chiming to distant music.
Menacing thorns jutted out from every surface, wickedly sharp and twice his height, filling the dungeon with an omnidirectional forest.
Pink flame guys hovered in glass orbs, drifting through the dungeon on a warm breeze. Their expressions held an edge of surprise and shock to see him again.
It was a mutual feeling. . . .
He snapped out of his wonder and quickly moved just as Ava stepped through. The portal collapsed behind her, and he grabbed her hand.
Despite Triton and Aayra’s best efforts, a good dozen mobs still surrounded the entrance.
Some were black beetles with long vertical spikes protruding from their backs. Others looked like leaf soldiers, wielding thorns that had been carved down into swords.
A gargantuan caterpillar turned back from slowly chasing the Distractors. Its bulbous form—as large as a tram—twisted around, happy to pursue the new prey to have walked into its world.
Entin triggered the second variant of Dash and pulled Ava into the shadows. They surged forward, snapping back for only a second before Ava triggered her Dash, skipping them forward another twenty feet.
The beetles made a high-pitched chittering noise before launching the spikes from their backs.
The jagged missiles shot upward and hit transparent disks, angled to reflect projectiles around obstacles. They made bell-like sounds, then sliced into the ground, which produced a clear sap.
The vine curved downward here, and Entin triggered the first variant of Slide, which allowed him to move faster than sprinting while the decline was greater than thirty degrees.
Ava did the same, and they shot down the vine as if it were the largest, most awesome water slide . . . without water. They moved away from the mobs trying to keep up but falling behind.
Once they broke through the aggro range, the mobs stopped chasing and started cycling through whatever passive animations they had while waiting for enemies to draw near.
Some of the flame guys cheered silently, making their glass orbs bob in the air.
“I died over there,” Ava said, pointing to where the vines had turned a glossy black as if corrupted by something. The thorns there were arched like claws.
This also provided a fantastic view of the dungeon’s bottom. Or it confirmed what Ava had said, that there was no bottom.
The vines grew out of the darkness. Falling would likely automatically kill anything that reached a certain depth.
“And your parents?” Entin asked, scanning the other vines for any sign of the adventurers. Her gear was the first objective since she’d be able to use it to help fend off any mobs. But saving her parents would garner the most reputation and, well, loot.
“They were with me,” she said, whipping her head around, her eyebrows pinched together. “They couldn’t have gone far. My Pa said they were hiding where the boss couldn’t find them.”
Entin summoned his map, letting out an annoyed breath for not thinking to use it sooner. It provided a top-down view of the section they had just moved through.
Far to one side were the icons of Triton and Aayra, hidden beneath the black of unexplored space. Apparently, maps weren’t automatically shared between party members.
Good to know.
There was no sign of Dren and his wife, Lily. Then a chime resonated in Entin’s head, and he immediately knew why.
¤ Message [Dren Becker]
» Thank the Maker, you guys made it! We just died. The boss found us hiding in a rose. It’s a crazy hum—
Ava grabbed Entin’s hand.
He tensed, and everything shifted to wisps of shadow. At the end of the movement, the world stilled, and they were twenty feet away from a giant hummingbird.
Cogs, of course they had to run into the boss!
Its wings were a blur of red and green. Its chest feathers glowed white. And its eyes were a beady black, staring directly at them.
In any other situation, he’d call it beautiful.
In this situation, it revived his sense of dread.
Despite how fast its wings were moving, they didn’t make a sound. That was how it had snuck up on him.
The only thing the wings seemed to affect was the air, producing strong gusts that were likely meant to push careless adventurers over the edge.
The hummingbird zipped out of sight before reappearing a second later, weaving the wind. Streams of white flowed out from it and toward them.
He wanted to trigger Sprint, but his Stamina was already down to 48. Exhausting his primary resource would be dented.
Instead, he raced forward without the help of his skills, towing Ava from behind.
Jutting thorns were everywhere!
They were running through a gauntlet of knives. Sharp things combined with a cogging wind-controlling bird was not great, not great at all.
Gusts of wind tore at his back.
He lifted half a foot off the vine, feet running on nothing, then landed, only to have Ava rip him toward the curving side that dropped off to hundreds of feet of open air.
She screamed, crushing his hand.
He triggered a normal Dash to get them back to the semi-flat ground that swayed gently.
This perfectly natural aversion to death seemed to offend the boss. It released an earsplitting chirp, and gusts of wind buffeted from all sides.
Entin shielded his face with his free arm and stumbled onto the blackened vine. His foot sunk half an inch. It was as if it were covered in slick ash.
Particles of black and glowing purple puffed and whipped away. They were dragged by the air currents over the side.
Ava’s bag hovered a hundred feet ahead, turning slowly in the air, anchored by a thin white line.
Another chime resonated in his head as if he wasn’t doing enough as it were. “Grab your bag!” he yelled over the wind and let go of her hand, choosing to grab a sharp claw-like thorn instead.
The pain was immediate but dull.
A -72 in red lifted above, unaffected by the wailing winds. Luckily, his stubborn desire to not fly off into the void had maintained the boss’s attention, keeping it away from his client.
It zipped around, chirping annoyed sounds and blasting him with wind that forced him to hold tighter to the thorn and take more damage.
In between blasts, he chanced summoning his game screen only to find that both Aayra and Triton had died already. They had five minutes. Dren and Lily wouldn’t be able to re-enter for another three minutes.
Cogs! They weren’t going to last three whole minutes, not with how fast he was losing health.
This was what he was afraid of.
They were unprepared to tackle this dungeon! But sometimes—or really, most times—he just had to hit the wall to understand his limits.
This was one of those situations.
Hello, wall.
Then he had the cogging worst idea. Truth be told, Dungeon Runners were expendable. And this was a good moment to utilize that.
A pink flame guy rushed past, caught in a gust. It looked to be screaming as it whooshed around the vine and out of sight.
Entin let go of the thorn.
His health had dropped to 334/1,000.
The wind immediately tore him toward the side, his feet sliding on the slick blackened ground.
Ava was seconds away from her bag.
He yelled, “Stay alive!” Then . . . jumped off the side, throwing his arms in an attempt to do a 360-degree spin in a hurricane.
The first 180 degrees spun him around to face the dungeon’s boss, watching his descent with gleeful beady eyes.
He triggered the second variant of Dash.
His Stamina dropped to 18.
A mere second later, he reformed, and the spinning motion he had started continued, turning him around to land on the hummingbird’s neck.
This was probably a bad time to realize he had never once ridden a bird before. Or any animal! If only he had a rope or something to string around the avian beast, it might have worked.
But he didn’t. . . .
He made up for this total lack of resources and planning with sheer will. He clung to the creature’s vibrating body, tearing fistfuls of feathers out as it zipped left and right in an attempt to dislodge him.
His legs slipped free.
He fell forward, reciting in his mind that death was a mere cycle of this eternal life. It wasn’t something to be afraid of. And since he was a Dungeon Runner, there was nothing to lose.
But that didn’t stop his heart from ricocheting in his chest, believing for all it was worth that these were the last seconds of Entin Soroy, death by hummingbird.
He frantically and blindly grabbed for anything he could possibly hold to survive a handful more seconds and managed to wrap his hands around something unexpectedly firm: the hummingbird’s beak.
It tried to chirp its distress but only managed to produce a muffled sound as his body swung around like a flailing monkey.
He pulled his legs in and wrapped them around the beak, cementing his hold, then gave it his best and most loving full-body hug.
His weight, compared to that of a typically lightweight animal—despite its size—offset its balance and angle.
It flapped and flapped, doing its best to vibrate him free, turning his brain into a fizzy drink that felt ready to burst from his ears.
The only thing he was cognizant of was their descent.
The bird didn’t seem so gleeful at its own potential demise into the black below. It fought with all it had to stay upright. This included ramming him into a long thorn that sliced across his back.
He grit his teeth, health dropping to 93/1,000. Another thorn like that, and he would burst into shards of light, freeing the bird to return to Ava.
Entin arched his neck back, doing his best to see the blurry world. They were heading straight toward a long purple thorn near the bottom of the dungeon.
The black looked almost like a veil.
A barrier of no return.
He let go of the beak with his arms while keeping his legs locked. His body unfurled, allowing him to focus his aim downward.
He triggered Dash.
The world blurred, succumbed by shadows. And—much to his relief—when it snapped back only a mere few feet below the sharp end of the purple thorn, he was still attached to the boss.
The bird fluttered wildly before crashing into the black. It splashed like water that clung to whatever it touched, tearing health away.
The hummingbird made one final, desperate chirp.
Then they both died.





Chapter
Thirty-Four
E ntin threw the door open to the orphanage and marched in with Triton and Aayra in tow. “We’ve got food!” he announced to the roomful of startled and curious children.
Ausemnie arched an eyebrow from where she stood near a table, Tayla—five years old with blonde hair and puffy red eyes—riding on her hip.
“Really?” Ohto asked. Others asked a variation of the same thing, and everyone perked up.
It was just after dinner hour, a time when the market Runners weren’t in demand and could return home for their own suppers.
Caleb and Farhan were the only remaining market Runners of the orphans. Caleb had a pasty white complexion under a shaggy mop of brown hair. He was always hiding in a corner where he could watch people but not interact.
And Farhan was Caleb’s stark opposite with stylish black hair, golden brown skin, and always out looking for the spotlight, which routinely made him late for everything, especially if the thing he was late for didn’t have any cute girls to charm.
“Really, really,” Triton said, grabbing Ohto and throwing him into the air before catching him again. This produced a fitful of giggles.
“And,” Entin said, “something special for a special day.” Not only did they complete the undersea library dungeon by stealing the boss’s loot, they—or rather, he—managed to kill a dungeon boss.
No one had ever killed a dungeon boss!
Apparently, once a dungeon’s boss had been defeated—killed, not just stolen from—all the mobs and traps disappeared.
Ava was presented with a large golden chest full of treasures worth dying for, treasures he and his party were due their fifty percent.
Once Dren received his gear and all of the extra treasure, he had not one negative thing to say. Working with Dungeon Runners saved his party’s items and got them a whole lot more than they had expected.
That was how you ran a business: deliver value beyond expectation. Word would certainly spread to the other dungeoneers.
Bailey appeared at the hallway’s entrance, laughing at something Suma had said.
The girl was seventeen and Asian with long black hair. She chose to get a job at a bakery instead of being a Runner. It was hard to believe that the pay was worse but made up for this by being consistent.
“Ya saved their gear, then?” Bailey asked. Her lips had a glossy pink sheen and were turned up at the edges.
Triton scoffed. “Saved their gear and stuff? Our fearless leader killed the cogging dungeon boss-thing! He most definitely has a story to tell.”
“Story?” Ohto asked. “I want story!”
“It’s dinner time, Ohto,” Ausemnie said, then told everyone to wash up and put their crafts away. She handed Tayla to Ziera.
The Asian brothers, Grenden and Isan, energetically started pulling chairs out from the tables as if it were a contest to see how fast they could rearrange the tavern’s main floor for dinner.
Dantic was sitting in the corner, shoulders slumped, his umber skin trying to fade into the shadows. Not even the prospect of food seemed to lighten his mood.
The reason was obvious, only because it hit so close to home. The kid wanted to be of value. And every day he wasn’t contributing, he felt worse.
Or so Entin thought. He was cogging terrible at guessing what others felt. But in this specific case, it felt right, which was why he got the kid something.
Aayra moved away from all the commotion and hugged the wall. Triton joined in with the Asian brothers, grabbing three chairs at a time just to prove he could one-up them, which got them doing the same thing.
Bailey, no doubt acting as the newly minted treasurer, approached Aayra so they could catalog their findings.
Entin walked up to Dantic and sat, making the kid flinch. It had been longer than a week. That was a whole lot of sulking.
Well, that time was over.
“Got you something,” Entin said, which was mostly true. He didn’t stroll through the market and buy the kid this thing that, hopefully, would solve more than one problem. It was loot, the magical drop of sometimes-useful items.
Dantic looked uncertain, likely thinking himself unworthy. But there was also a spark of curiosity.
Entin summoned his game screen with a left swipe, opening his inventory directly. He withdrew a single item, which turned into the outline of a long and narrow rod before materializing.
“A fishing pole?” Dantic asked, eyebrows raised. He accepted the pole, holding it with extreme care as if his terrible luck would infect the reddish-brown wood and break it on the spot.
Entin summoned its Information Box and tapped the eye icon to share his screen.
¤ Eshta Fishing Rod [Unique · Rank 1]
» Damage: 13-21 Physical
» Durability: 130/130/130
» Perk: Fishing I [Fish Quality +10%]
“Not just any fishing pole,” he said, drawing out his presentation like a salesman of the latest flight ship upgrades.
That errant thought made him tense, and for a fleeting second, he saw the bodies of all those people floating in space again.
He banished the memory and said with all the theatrics he could muster, “It’s an Eshta fishing pole.”
“What does that mean?” Dantic asked in a whisper.
“Got no idea,” Entin replied in a matching whisper.
Dantic laughed.
It was a good sound, and the lingering smile fit well. His reaction was worth all the food in the Land. If only the other people suffering could be helped so easily, maybe some of their scars would heal.
“This fishing pole,” Entin said, “comes with a very important job. I believe the saying goes, ‘Give a man a fish; you feed him for a day. Teach a man to fish; you feed him for a lifetime.’”
“I’ve never heard that before.”
“Well, it was clearly back when fishing was legal. Those working the aquaponic farms would not take kindly to people stealing their fish. But this is a new world, and fish is back on the menu.”
“I’ve had fish before.”
“I’m talking about real fish, not that synthesized stuff.”
“The fish here are not—”
“They are real. We are real. But if you don’t want the job . . .”
“I want it!”
“Good. Accept my trade request, so you’re the official owner. I’ve also thrown in a special fishing bag. Don’t lose them.”
Dantic accepted the trade and grinned all the wider. “I’ll catch the biggest fish! We won’t ever go without food again.”
Someone ignited the hearth. The flickering flames filled the tavern with an instant warmth. Happy music from stringed instruments and flutes mixed with the sounds of everyone’s chatter.
“You’re cogging crazy!” Triton shouted, arm-wrestling little Joia, who was giggling nonstop.
Ausemnie was trying to get the others to take their seats. She would normally be the one to divvy out their available food, saving a little more for those who needed the Stamina to make money. But since she couldn’t use food to get people to behave, they decided watching the strength contest to be more fun.
Joia’s arm was propped up on nicely folded clothes that happened to look like Entin’s. Bailey must have brought them out for him to change, then decided to donate them to a better cause.
Triton was losing to a five-year-old girl. What better cause was there than that? One would chalk it up to acting, but the guy wasn’t one to lose a contest voluntarily. What he seemed to have forgotten was how everyone had the same base Strength stat.
“Her arms are short,” he said. “She has an unfair advantage!” He grunted under the strain, the sound making Joia laugh harder, her cheeks red. If she could pee her shorts, she probably would.
The moment Triton’s knuckles touched the table, everyone cheered. Bailey lifted Joia onto her shoulders and spun in circles, chanting, “Triton is a loser, loser, loser. Triton is a loser, loser, loser!”
The others chimed in, then Triton laughed and sang with them, more to save face than anything else.
“It’s dinner time, everyone,” Ausemnie said. She seemed on edge, not joining the fun like she would normally.
Either sensing this themselves or for the promise of food, everyone grabbed their chairs, then looked to Entin expectantly.
He grinned. This was almost the best part of beating two dungeons in a day. But the best part would come after dinner, no doubt.
He summoned his game screen and performed a proximity trade with Ausemnie, dropping all the food his little party of Dungeon Runners had received from loot, from gathering berries and fruit outside the Abruel Dungeon, and from their little shopping excursion in the market.
Ausemnie opened her game screen, and her breath caught. She looked to Entin, Bailey, Triton, and Aayra before saying, “Tonight, we celebrate our Dungeon Runners.”
To which Triton said, “And we’ve got cake!”
    
No scrap, no morsel of food, not a single crumb was spared from the delectable dinner shared by this newly found family. And the inventory system kept everything perfectly fresh until it was served:
Steaming drumsticks glazed with a sweet golden coating; mashed potatoes and brown gravy; roasted vegetables of all sorts, from strange to normal; and hot rolls with actual butter.
Of course, this was all topped off by a delicious white cake that made all the kids drop their jaws. One even cried. It felt like an eternity ago that any of them had cake or sweets of any kind.
Everyone dealt with this in their own way. Some ate as fast as they could, white frosting coating their noses and cheeks. Others took a few small bites and then stored the rest, unsure when they would ever get cake again.
After dinner and games and music, after Triton and Aayra returned to their own homes, wherever those were, and before Entin was scheduled for storytelling—not until everyone was properly tucked into their beds, including the wandering Ohto—he knocked on Ausemnie’s door, standing in the hallway with Bailey.
“Come in,” she said, her voice muffled.
Entin opened the door and stepped in. Her place in this orphanage was a far cry from what it should be. She likely had the smallest room despite owning the building.
It was large enough for a bed, a tiny desk in the corner beneath a round window, and nothing else. She was sitting on her bed, her eyes carrying the weight of something unspoken. Then she perked up and smiled as if everything was perfect in life.
Of course, that was a lie.
“Thanks for tonight,” she said. “I can’t remember the last time I had cake.” She paused, likely trying to remember, then found that her memories were not meant for casual perusal. They were a minefield of things they’d all like to forget.
“We have something else,” Entin said and motioned to Bailey.
She grinned and summoned her game screen. “I’m the treasurer of the Dungeon Runners.”
“Oh,” Ausemnie said, “congratulations. Does that mean you’re not going to do market Runs anymore?” There was a hint of disappointment in her voice. Honestly, there was a hint of a lot of things there.
Bailey shook her head. “Why work for people who don’t value us?” she said, parroting what Entin had said. “We’re fixin’ to start our own company, and we decided, though without me bein’ there”—she glared at Entin—“that half of our earnings will go straight to the orphanage. And naturally, Entin and I will give everythin’ we can.”
She summoned a bag of coins and tossed it to Ausemnie, who caught it and stared at the number, stunned. 43 scyl.
This was a small fortune. It would take three months for a market Runner to save up this much, and only if they didn’t eat, which was entirely impractical. Runners needed their Stamina.
Bailey grinned. They were actually making a difference now. Not wasting their time on thankless jobs. Things would work out.
Ausemnie swallowed and sniffed, then a tear escaped down her cheek. She sucked in a breath and quickly wiped the tear away, but another replaced it. “I-I’m sorry. It’s just. . . .”
“It’s not enough,” Entin said, realizing right then and there what Ausemnie had been dealing with alone. “Cogs,” he whispered, “it’s rent, isn’t it?”
“Rent?” Bailey asked. She obviously knew that the orphanage had to pay rent. That was part of her argument for him to do market Runs while waiting on Lourne for the next dungeon. But they had just given 43 scyl. How was that not enough?
Ausemnie nodded. “I’ve been petitioning the government to reclassify this tavern as an orphanage, but they don’t have that classification, and there are just so many other petitions. It could be months before they do anything.”
“How much?” Entin asked.
“A tavern business,” she said, shaking her head, “must pay one gyl at the start of each month. It’s due in four days.
“And it’s not like we can get a normal place to live. The System charges based on the number of tenants, not to mention the cost of adding rooms. We just have too many people. . . .”
Her trailing voice made real the impossible decision she would be forced to make. If they couldn’t earn enough money, they’d lose the orphanage, and she’d have to choose who to help and who to abandon.
“So,” Bailey said, “how much we got?”
Ausemnie looked up, an expression of guilt there as if this was somehow her fault. “I-I’ve been trying to save, but with food prices the way they are . . . We have eight scyl.”
“Only eight?”
She nodded, staring at the floor. “I’ve been trying to get donations, but a lot of people upgraded their free housing and have their own rent to worry about. No one will take any of the children, either. The ones who could are already helping.
“Vay would have helped somehow, but he got arrested defending a Lumarian. He’s . . . a developer. But one of the good ones! He helped me kill Night Wolves and has been donating his extra food.”
“We don’t need this place,” Entin said, and the look Ausemnie gave him was soul-crushing. “I mean,” he said gently, “we have each other, right? We can make anything work, even if we’re living on the streets.”
She nodded slowly, another tear escaping down her cheek. “They have just been through so much already. Now they’re going to lose their home.”
Entin balled his fists. The world was so cogging unfair! They had 51 scyl and four days to make up the difference.
Even if it was the slimmest of possibilities, he’d make it happen.
    
Early the next morning, before anyone was awake, Entin snuck out of the kids’ bedroom. He had moved his bed in there, not wanting to share one with Ohto again.
The kid kicks in his sleep!
This was a preemptive strategy, knowing the kids wouldn’t let him leave after regaling them with the horrors of the deep sea library and the monsters therein.
He deposited everything to the shared Stash, noticing he had a new message with a delivery. It was the leaderboard gift from the last dungeon, the one Bailey hadn’t attended.
Whatever it was, she’d feel left out. So, being a good boyfriend . . .
Was he her boyfriend?
That made sense, but they hadn’t really done anything since that first kiss. They held hands and shared lingering glances, neither wanting to push it. Truth be told, he didn’t want to lose his best friend.
In any case, he would wait to accept the leaderboard gift and give it to her. They could figure out everything else later. Immortality granted them the luxury of time.
As for the orphanage, there was only a single thing he could imagine that would make enough money to pay for rent, and that was running a dungeon.
But the Troken Dungeon still had something like four days before it would reset.
This left one answer.
Unlike his first unlocked waypoint, which was subsidized by the city, making it free, the Abruel Dungeon waypoint cost 12 chyps one way. Adding more to his party didn’t change the cost.
He took the exact amount of the triangular copper coins, reducing his overall wealth to just 22 chyps, and recognized that getting back would require his untimely death.
Death was certainly the cheapest form of travel, but it traveled in only one direction: to the cemetery.
Entin jogged to the waypoint outside the city’s gates. Most people weren’t out this early. The sky was a dark gray, and the Runner constellation Bailey had discovered still sparkled brightly.
Being out in his default clothing was always easier when no one would see him. But lately, it didn’t bother him as much. In a way, it was a badge of honor that he went out into the Wilds, into dungeons, with nothing more than his brown shorts and shirt.
Beyond the city walls, he stepped up to an occupied waypoint. A girl wearing a black hooded cloak and mask glanced at him before vanishing into a swirling burst of pixels.
She looked familiar in that tiny span of a second their eyes had met. Of course, he didn’t know anyone who ventured out into the Wilds wearing nothing more than a cloak, which didn’t look like it would provide armor.
What was she doing out there? Foraging?
He summoned his game screen, tapped the northernmost waypoint he had unlocked, and paid the 12 chyps.
The world twisted and elongated, filled with the sudden intake of breath by a choir of people. It lasted barely two seconds before he reformed beneath a canopy of leaves that darkened the area.
A lantern hung from a vine but didn’t give off any light. Mushrooms spotted the forest and glowed purple. Their spores, like fireflies, drifted around trees and bushes that his party had picked clean of berries yesterday.
Birds snoozed on overhead branches, their feathers puffed up against the colder early morning air. And squirrels chittered.
Unlike the Wilds in the day, the music was hushed to a whisper, tinkling in the distance like a magical lullaby.
It took him half the time to get to the dungeon’s entrance, careful to avoid any Gunthek scouts. He summoned the dungeon’s Information Box and let out a disappointed breath.
¤ Abruel Dungeon [Exquisite · Rank 2]
» Dungeon Reset: 4d 13h 2m
» Prime Treasures: 5/5
» Leaderboard: Unclaimed
» Modifiers: Limited 1
Great. This dungeon also had the Limited modifier. It was possible that all dungeons of Exquisite rarity or higher would have the modifier.
Or maybe modifiers were simply a part of the dungeon itself, so this one would always have the Limited modifier, while the Troken Dungeon would never have a modifier.
What this meant, however, was that they couldn’t explore the dungeon and come back to it later, prepared for the specific challenges they had uncovered.
His strategy of throwing himself at the wall over and over until something stuck wouldn’t work. They had one chance. And if they failed, that would be the end of the orphanage.
Cogs and sprockets!
It was always something. This meant they’d need to be prepared. Luckily, he had a few ideas, but that didn’t ease the anxiety that filled his chest.
With that thought, he triggered his emergency death, ascended to the Celestial Plane, and respawned in the city’s cemetery.
    
Entin sat at an empty table on a raised balcony overlooking the market. People were setting up their booths, withdrawing items to entice those who wandered past.
They fidgeted with each item, ensuring their products sat at the right angle or were the right color to draw the eye. It was a totally different world than being inside a dungeon or the Wilds.
The bridges were lined with people holding their fishing poles. Dantic was already there, listening intently to an old man with a long white beard. His hat was covered in fishing lures.
Someone walked below the balcony, saying something about how a dungeon had been completed. “No one has even heard of them.”
“How did they do it?” asked a female, her voice growing soft with distance.
Entin enjoyed the small burst of pride that warmed his chest. This was how it started, people whispering about the mysterious group completing dungeons while everyone else avoided them as being too risky.
He turned his attention to the waitress, a Lumarian, one of the NPCs that half the humans seemed to hate.
She had light brown skin and purple hair that matched her larger-than-life eyes and the markings of flowers on her neck.
Lumarians were smaller than humans. They had a tiny nub of a nose and a sharp chin. She wore a purple skirt, gray shirt, white apron, and a hairpin that looked like a pumpkin.
She approached the next table over, her hands fidgeting at her front. Two men were talking, completely oblivious to her.
“Gabe, today isn’t Deiaday,” said one man. “It’s Thursday.”
“How do you figure?”
“It just feels like a Thursday.”
“Ha! It feels like a Thursday, you say? John, what exactly does that feel like?”
“It doesn’t matter. There are no seasons on this Land. I can use whatever day and month I want.”
“Is this what we’re to expect from the great Time Keepers guild you want to make?”
“It’s a start. We’ll have two versions of the calendar. This one is the unofficial one. Once I get some funding and others to help, we’ll standardize the calendar.”
“Month.”
“What?” John asked.
“What’s the month? It feels like a Thursday. What month does it feel like?”
“October.”
“How do you figure?”
“The NPCs . . . like this one,” he pointed to the Lumarian who had been trying to get their attention, “she has a pumpkin hairpin.”
“I . . .” she started, then bit her lower lip.
“Don’t be rude,” Gabe said. “Talking about people as if they aren’t there.”
“She’s a computer,” John said, and the girl wilted, looking like she wanted to leave but was stuck there to do her job.
For an NPC, she was very lifelike. Of course, this begged the question of what was real when everyone existed as a bunch of ones and zeroes.
“Either way,” Gabe said, “she’s trying to take your order.”
“Oh, I’ll have coffee. Black.”
“Can you make a mocha?”
“I doubt she underst—”
“Yes,” the Lumarian said, seemingly in an effort to assert herself as smart enough to take an order.
“I take that back,” John said.
She summoned a purple game screen, tapped a few times, and withdrew two cups. “That’ll be seven chyps for the black coffee and ten chyps for the mocha.”
Lourne pulled a chair out next to Entin and sat. “Who told you about my secret morning routine?”
“Ruben,” Entin said, grinning.
“Trezel,” Lourne said, raising a hand to get the girl’s attention, “the normal, please.”
“Professor Daeith,” she said, smiling, “of course. And for you?”
Professor?
Entin grimaced. He didn’t have any money on hand, and spending what little he had while the orphanage was about to be shut down seemed irresponsible. “Nothing for me. Sorry.”
“Nonsense,” Lourne said. “Get him a”—he looked over Entin, stroking his beard—“black coffee. He’ll want cream and sugar on the side, no doubt.”
“I don’t have any money.”
“It’s on me. You could say it’s in exchange for information. And you should experience coffee in this world. It increases your maximum Stamina, you know? Plus ten points for six hours. Could be useful for a Runner.”
Trezel summoned two cups and placed them gently on the table. The dark brown liquid had bubbles around the edges. She then placed a cup of cream and one full of sugar cubes.
Lourne handed her a small stack of chyps.
She smiled again and took her leave.
“You . . . want information?” Entin asked. He was here to pick Lourne’s brain, not the other way around.
“You didn’t think I would hear about the mysterious group that completed the first dungeon? And Dren told me what you and your group did, saving his gear.”
“Oh, so what do you want to know?”
“Your map of the Troken Dungeon. And any information you think would be helpful.”
Entin shrugged and dropped a few sugar cubes into his coffee, pretending he knew what he was doing. He had never had coffee before.
“I doubt it’s worth it,” he said. “The Troken Dungeon is a boss rush in an underwater library. If you don’t go for the center chest, you could kill the mobs for some loot. But if you do go for the treasure, you’ll have to fight the boss.”
Lourne had an odd smile tugging at his lips. “My boy—my protégé—you won against a boss?”
“Well, not really. At least not in the Troken Dungeon. All we had to do was steal the chest. I got the key off the boss. That was hard enough. And my friends were able to escape with the treasure.”
“Well done! But don’t think I didn’t catch that little detail you so humbly dropped. You did kill a boss, and in a second dungeon, no less. I imagine this was Dren’s secret dungeon?”
“It’s a secret?”
Lourne laughed. “Not much anymore, is it? I think he’s been selling access to the waypoint since bringing you there. He probably figures you and your Runners will sell access, so he’s capitalizing on the discovery.”
That was a great idea. “I didn’t even think about that. But how many people would want to buy access to a waypoint of a harder dungeon? The Troken Dungeon is already hard enough for most people.”
“Not as many as you’d hope, but not as few as you’d expect. I guess we’ll skip this dungeon. But that’s okay. We’ve been exploring the east side of the Land, beyond the lake.
“There’s a whole series of caves over there with these monsters called Moulticks. Ugly things. But they drop meat, and meat sells really well, so long as no one figures out where it came from. . . .” He stared off into the distance, then shuddered.
“A-anyway,” he said, “what can I do for you? Whoa, that’s a lot of cream, boy. You’re not supposed to use all of it.”
“You’re not?”
“What sort of coffee do you drink?” he asked, then laughed. “You don’t drink coffee, do you? Well, I’m sure it’ll be palatable enough. Give it a taste.”
Entin lifted the cup, which was nice and warm, and took a sip. “It’s very sweet.”
“Yeah, how many cubes did you put in?”
“Ten?”
“Ten! Bah, you won’t grow any hair on your chest drinking straight sugar. But, I suppose for your first, it could be worse. Anyhow, I’m going to assume you didn’t track this place down for coffee. What did you want to ask me?”
“I want to know how to be a good leader.”
Lourne raised an eyebrow, his eyes gaining a sort of energy. He sipped his coffee and nodded. “Did I ever tell you I was a history professor before all of this?” He waved at their digital world.
Entin shook his head.
“Well, you’ve gone and asked a teacher to teach. Dangerous request.” He chuckled. “Being a good leader is not so difficult.
“There are leadership skills that everyone can develop, such as speaking clearly, having confidence in yourself, and choosing the best course of action. But what truly makes a good leader is the ability to . . .”
Entin leaned in, waiting for the secret to be revealed, the thing that could very well take his team of misfits and make them work as a cohesive whole.
Lourne smiled, drawing out the delivery, then said, “To listen.”
“To listen?”
“A leader isn’t someone who simply makes all the decisions. A leader is someone who listens to their followers—in this case, your party—then makes logical connections.
“You can’t do that in the silo of your own head. If you don’t know what the needs and desires of your party are, you can’t help them achieve their best outcome, can you?
“Master that one thing, and you’ll be a far better leader than most in history. But, of course, there are a few other tricks,” he said, eyes sparkling. “Shall I continue?”





Chapter
Thirty-Five
“W here’ja go?” Bailey asked when Entin returned to the orphanage. She had a blue flower tucked behind her ear. The kids were practicing using the Crafting system, making something that smelled deliciously sweet.
“Out to the new dungeon,” he said.
“Alone?” she asked accusingly.
“Not to Run it. I wanted to see if the modifier had changed. And no, it didn’t, which means we only get one try.”
Bailey frowned. She had her game screen open, showing Ziera—Ausemnie’s sister, who definitely looked the part with auburn hair, loose curls, and light-brown eyes—how to select ingredients.
Bailey said to her young student, who had her own screen open, “Now, scooch yer finger to shift that flour to the middle square. Mm-hmm, just like ya did with the butter. Alrighty, go to yer sister to apply heat.”
“Thanks, Bay,” Ziera said before rushing to Ausemnie, who was standing by the hearth and instructing one of the kids about how to use heat sources for baking.
“Where did they get flour and butter?” Entin asked.
Bailey dismissed her screen. “Donated. The market baker. Y’know him, don’tcha? The elder gent with the goatee.”
“Mr. Boulanger?”
“Yep, that’s the one! He donated his ingredients that are gonna expire today. Sweet guy.” She blew out a breath. “That ain’t a pun!”
Entin laughed. “I didn’t say anything.” He summoned his game screen to message Triton and Aayra—they all had much to discuss—then saw his leaderboard gift and waved Bailey over.
“What is it?” she asked.
He tapped the Accept button to receive the gift, explaining that they got a leaderboard gift from the last dungeon, which only happens after it resets.
A present with green wrapping paper featuring large red roses materialized in the air. It grew and shrank three times in quick succession before popping into confetti.
Bailey made an Aww sound that was equal parts cute and disappointed. “Ya got a Naufling?” she asked, motioning to a newly formed spirit creature.
It looked like a floating flower, its body comprised of green vines with dozens of tiny red petals growing from its hands and feet. Larger petals formed its wings that flapped slower than what seemed necessary to remain airborne.
Kids pointed at the new pet that looked around the room with its tiny black eyes. It made a trilling noise and glided around Bailey and the table.
“It’s a,” Entin said, reading from his screen, his finger raised to appear extra instructional, “Rosaima. Ro-zai-ma.”
Bailey rolled her eyes. “I should have been—”
“And I didn’t get one. I got you one.”
“For real?” she asked in a squeak, unable to hide her excitement. She wrapped her arms around him, then pulled back and kissed him.
When all was said and done, her face did its best to match her new pet, which fluttered up to the flower in her hair and helpfully changed it from blue to red, making her stand out all the more.
Ohto shook his head violently to project the universal truth that all girls had cooties. Duh! He yelled, “I’m a Runner!” and charged across the room, pointing behind himself. “Taytay, monster!”
“No, I’m not!” Tayla said, throwing her balled fists down at her sides, her blonde hair trying to hide her frown. “I am Runner. Enti,” she said, “you tell him, please please please. Girls can be Runners.”
“It’s true,” Entin said, glad to have something else to focus on. “Half of my Dungeon Runners are girls.”
“B-but,” Ohto said, “we play Runners and Monsters. Who is monster?”
“I AM!” Entin yelled in a monstrous voice, making everyone in the room jerk. He jumped forward, purposely clumsy, swinging his arms as if they were large tentacles, knocking a chair over in the process.
Ohto and Tayla screeched and ran around a table. “Must escape,” Ohto said, pointing to the glass balcony doors as if they were the exit portal.
“But how we get there?” Tayla asked, instantly in the world of her imagination, playing along. She was peeking out from Ausemnie’s side, who did her best to pretend to be an inanimate object while telling Ziera to toggle the heat option.
Joia ran into the room from the hallway, eyes wide, a huge grin on her face. “I distratter! I distrat’em!” Then she charged Entin, swinging her fists.
He barreled over, taking the tiniest of fists to his gut, a fist that packed the same strength as everyone else started with. A negative red 43 slid up into the air and faded before reaching the ceiling.
Ohto charged the balcony door, which encouraged Tayla to do the same. Entin broke away from little Joia and grabbed Tayla, tickling her sides and making her laugh.
Then something tore his foot free from the ground, and he bellyflopped the wooden floor. Tayla escaped, and Joia dragged Entin down the hallway, much to the amusement of everyone watching.
He had to play dead for five whole minutes before Joia got bored and returned to the others, who were celebrating with victory cookies.
Bailey laughed at him when he finally made his reappearance. “Looks to me like ya need practice.”
“Next time, you can be the monster.”
“Nope! Ohto made me the leader of his party.”
“But she has cooties!” he said to the kid, unable to keep up with the rules.
“Bay best leader,” Ohto said, mouth full of cookies, crumbs falling down the front of him. “She give me cookie!” And that settled it. All it took was a little bribery, and now girls were acceptable.
Ausemnie huffed playfully. “Those are for the market. People are more likely to donate when they get something in return. So, don’t eat them all!”
Grenden and Isan finished their batch of cookies, decorated to look like laughing emojis, and told Ohto that he was not a true Runner unless he could use Dash. They grabbed the little boy and rushed him into their shared room.
“Whatever could go wrong. . .?” Ausemnie said, shaking her head slowly and staring at the ceiling.
Before Entin could reply, a chime resonated in his head. He opened his game screen expecting a message from Triton or Aayra or maybe someone in need of Dungeon Insurance.
Instead, a yellow triangle was hovering over his map, containing an exclamation point.
He tapped it.
¤ System Update [0.1.13]
» Dear inhabitants of Roya, due to food prices increasing by 400%, a World Event has occurred to help rectify the problem.
·
» Until food prices drop below 100% inflation, the following changes are effective as of 4.7.6.312: foraging yield increased by 100%, fishing yield increased by 70%, farm and garden yields increased by 50%.
·
» In addition to increased yields, System fees on farms have been waived. Wild Farms—claimable farming land outside of registered zones—have been doubled and contain 20% more produce.
·
» All loot chests in the Wilds, dungeons, and raids guarantee at least one food item with full durability at the time of acquisition.
·
» All Standard rarity baking, cooking, and food preparation skills have been unlocked for all inhabitants. Required ingredients have either been halved or the yields doubled.
The update was signed by the Keeper, the world’s management AI, built to ensure a stable environment for people to rebuild their lives.
This . . . radically changed everything! Those who could read were grinning from ear to ear. Someone asked about finding a Wild Farm to take over.
Ohto—looking into the room from the balcony, his brows pressed together—asked why everyone was so happy.
Ausemnie looked like she might cry again. The burden of keeping everything running was such a weight on her shoulders any normal person would have likely abandoned the volunteer position.
She was something special, fighting to ease the pain of others. It was what Entin had vowed to do, something his . . . parents always did, fighting for those who weren’t able to.
It was in this that he kept their memory alive.
But despite all the good news, if rent couldn’t be paid, everyone would be cast out onto the streets. And with that thought, he messaged his Dungeon Runners.
    
Out in the Wilds, just beyond the free waypoint, Entin yanked a handful of grass from the ground, then checked his inventory. He had gone through similar motions a dozen times.
An enormous Land overhead cast everything into shadow. It had floating blue chunks that rotated around the central mass, brightening like beacons of light when they slid into the sunlight.
The music in the Wilds had changed from that early morning. This tune was adventurous, one full of excitement to be out in the world where anything was possible.
“Can ya make it purple?” Bailey asked her Rosaima. The spirit creature trilled, and Bailey giggled, now holding a purple flower.
She wanted to collect wildflowers for Ausemnie to sell with the cookies, thinking it might help get more donations.
People who feared the Wilds had no other way to get the flowers, and the Naufling could adjust the colors to make them look more exotic. Of course, buying flowers was probably not at the top of everyone’s list of priorities.
“Why are we meeting here again?” Triton asked, waving a Plusuk bug away. The fat insect teetered left and right, its bulk barely held in the air by tiny wings flapping frantically.
He spotted Bailey’s Naufling and frowned. “Cogs and dogs. . . . Do we have to split our leaderboard loot, too?”
“I don’t think we should,” Aayra said, following Triton into the glade where they had practiced being Dungeon Runners. “We should each receive an equal reward. And when our company grows, it’ll incentivize Runners to perform better.”
“Brilliant! Because . . . I might have already sold mine to this crazy lady person in the market. She had like a bunch of the little guys.”
“Ya sold yer Naufling?” Bailey asked, aghast. She defensively dismissed her Rosaima, turning the pet into a swirl of green and red pixels.
“It’s just a dented spirit thing,” Triton said.
Bailey glared and crossed her arms.
Entin jotted down a number in his notebook before standing. “It’s vital,” he said, channeling Lourne and keeping in mind the man’s advice, “that we succeed in the next dungeon. But it’s a Limited 1 dungeon, meaning we only get one try.”
“Alright, alright!” Triton said. “So . . . why are we here again?”
“Practice,” Entin said, and Triton sighed. “We’ve done a few things wrong. I’ve done a few things wrong. And since we only get one try, I’d like for us to be as prepared as possible.
“I might be the leader, but you guys are my team. The first thing I’d like to fix is our roles. I decided on them without any of your input.”
Aayra raised her hand.
“Yes?”
“I . . . don’t want to be a Distractor,” she said, then quickly added, “It was fun and different. I feel like I can do that job, and it’s good to understand what everyone does. But . . . I’d be better as . . . the . . .”
Triton made a rolling motion with his hand, “Spit it out girlio!”
“The Scout.”
“Boom! You want the bossman’s job?”
“Sorry,” she said in a small voice and looked away.
“Don’t be,” Entin said. Then, using a strategy Lourne called Butter Up Buttercup, added, “You have an amazing attention to detail. Honestly, it’s beyond anyone I know. You’d be a much better Scout than me.”
Aayra blushed, and the corners of her mouth turned up while she studied the ground.
“I wanna be a Distractor,” Bailey said. “And don’tcha say I’m slow. I’m not slow!”
“That’s fair,” Entin said.
“It is?”
“Of course. To work well together, we each need to do the thing we’re best at. And you’re the bravest person I know. You’d run straight into a horde of monsters without a second guess.”
“Right!” she said.
“Well,” Triton said, hands on hips, thrusting his chest out, “since we’re all requesting new roles, I want to be the Master Distractor.”
“That’s not a thing!” Bailey said, crossing her arms. “And I ain’t takin’ orders from ya if that’s what yer thinkin’.”
“Can’t it be a thing?” Triton asked, a little deflated.
“You are the fastest,” Entin said, “blue-haired Runner that I know.”
“Why the modifier!” he yelled.
Bailey and Aayra laughed.
Entin tried again. If anyone had an ego problem, it was Triton. And the best way to tame it was to feed it. “I’m joking. Triton, you’re fast, you’re skilled, you take a lot of cogging risks, and—by the stars—you somehow make it work. Out of all of our roles, I pegged you perfectly. But,” he added, “the Distractors need to work together, not one over the other.”
“I am cogging brilliant, aren’t I?” Triton asked. “So I guess that makes you the Grabber?”
Entin tried not to look disappointed. He was back to being the Grabber, the person who was protected by everyone else. It was the same role he performed for the adventurers.
“That’s perfect,” Aayra said, looking up from her notebook. “You’re careful, observant, and better at solving puzzles than any of us. And as the leader, you’re in the best position to make decisions. Being the Scout got you information but put you into the thick of things.”
Entin smiled. She—obviously not missing a beat—buttered him up. And all of her points made sense. Being a Grabber was what he was best at.
Triton pointed to the torn grass. “So, what are you doing with the grass?”
“Ah,” Entin said, summoning his game screen to his inventory and making it viewable. “The reason we don’t take items into the dungeon is—”
“—so we don’t lose any of our stuff,” Triton finished.
“Right. But what if we took items that didn’t have much value? Things we don’t mind losing.”
“That’s brilliant! Like what? Grass?”
“No . . . rope. Most plants, when picked, provide plant fiber. It’s what I’m documenting, seeing what plants provide the most.
“Anyway, you can use the Crafting system to turn plant fiber into rope. I thought of it when I was hanging onto that giant hummingbird. A rope would have made it a lot easier.”
Aayra picked up a rock. “And rocks,” she said. “They are everywhere. We can throw them at mobs to aggro them or throw rocks to make noise. It could be useful for distractions.”
“Exactly. Rocks would be perfect.”
“What about a sling?” Bailey asked.
“I’m sure we could make one. But our goal isn’t to fight monsters. And handling a weapon will change your skills.”
“How about a bola then! That should just be ropes and rocks, right? It might change yer skills, but not for long. Ya throw it to slow a monster.”
“Brilliant idea!” Triton said and raised a hand for a high-five, which Bailey didn’t reciprocate.
“We require more people,” Aayra said. “Dungeons max out at six. However, presently we are only four. A dungeon with the Limited 1 modifier will be easier to beat with more people.”
“Duh. All dungeons,” Triton said with a know-it-all attitude, “would be easier to beat with more people.”
“That’s not true. Dungeon difficulty is dynamically adjusted based on party size. The dungeon will be more difficult with six people, but we can leave them at the start to ensure we don’t lose should the four of us die.”
“Then why not just one?” Bailey asked.
Aayra shrugged. “One could work. Know of anyone at the orphanage who could hide at the entrance?”
“Dantic?”
“Dantic is fishing,” Entin said. “I gave him that fishing pole we got from the last dungeon.”
“Hmm.” Bailey tapped a finger to her lips. “Should be someone not doin’ any work. Maybe Marcel? He just sits there, readin’ the game screen all day. Don’t need to be in the orphanage to do that.”
“That sounds like a good idea. Thanks, Aayra, for suggesting it and Bailey for the perfect candidate.”
“Yer bein’ awfully nice today, y’know? It don’t feel like ya. Kinda suspicious.”
“He’s being the bossman,” Triton said, flashing a thumbs-up. “So, what else we got to work on?”
Entin counted his fingers as he listed off their agenda. “Communication. Effective pairing. Drills. Skills. Strategy. And the hierarchy of priorities.”
“Oh. That all. . .?”





Chapter
Thirty-Six
A fter three days of grueling practice, they stood at Abruel Dungeon’s entrance with Marcel fulfilling the new and official role of Doorman. He was a wiry kid with russet, reddish-brown skin and black corkscrew hair.
He had turned down the first request having no interest in leaving the city—or really, the orphanage; he seemed allergic to the outside world—but when Aayra asked, he was so on board, you’d have thought it was his idea from the beginning.
Of course, that didn’t mean the guy wanted to attend practice. His role was to sit within the portal entrance, which didn’t require much training. Or so he said.
Everyone else, however, learned the ins and outs of their assigned role. They sprinted through the forest, aggroing Gunthek mobs and animals and monsters of all shapes and sizes.
Aayra provided details, Entin gave orders, and the four of them navigated around obstacles to get to their goal and back without dying.
It was the without-dying part that challenged them the most. Every Run had a different threat to their lives, be it a mob or trap or distraction.
Speaking of distraction . . . one Run had Triton walking to the rendezvous point five minutes late because he found a chest with a large chicken drumstick in it. Were this a real dungeon, those five minutes might have cost them their Run.
This then set the rule that any loot found must be given to Bailey as the treasurer so that it could be divvied out fairly. And as a result of this new rule, Entin, Bailey, and Aayra quickly consumed the rest of the drumstick, much to Triton’s dismay.
They found all the best places to load up on plant fiber and rocks, then used them to make ropes and bolas. Bailey was the best at hitting her target—a sprinting Triton—making him crash into the dirt. He had an equal opportunity to do the same to her but always missed, blaming the nonexistent wind.
The Crafting system included more ideas, such as a rope with a weighted end or hook, though the hook required an iron ingot and a heat source.
They were limited to the most basic resources. Anything more would take too long to create or hurt too much to lose.
Sticks were also useful.
Aayra discovered that the default skills that accompanied weapons could be changed or toggled off. A sharpened stick was a great way to aggro a monster away from someone who may have done accidental damage.
The three days of training passed in a blur. And now they were to put everything they had learned to the test.
Entin glanced at his party, doing his best to appear confident despite the sickening sense of worry that made his hands feel cold and his stomach heavy.
A lot was riding on this.
“Marcel,” he said, motioning to the white central crystal, “open the dungeon.” Opening the dungeon was a prized responsibility, something Lourne purposely handed Entin on his first time.
Marcel, obviously doing his utmost to remain composed amid the Wilds to impress Aayra, who was three years his senior—but boys didn’t care about that, and this was a digital world; what was a few years when they were all immortal?—nodded all too quickly.
He pointed his index and middle finger at the dungeon’s crystal and twisted his wrist. A new dialog appeared, and he glanced to Entin for confirmation before tapping the screen.
The white crystal burst apart into teal waves contained by the walls the four black crystals created, forming a rectangular doorway.
Marcel forgot himself and watched open-mouthed. “We’re going inside that?”
“This is your captain speaking,” Triton said, standing upright and talking formally. “Has everyone gone pee? This is your last chance.”
“I haven’t peed in a month,” Bailey said.
“Alright, Dungeon Mode, everyone,” Entin said. This was the command to take things seriously. No more goofing off or saying anything unnecessary. They were here to do a job.
“Marcel,” he said, “you’ll enter last. Again, all you need to do is wait by the portal on the other side. If there are monsters, do your best to stay out of sight. You got that?”
Marcel nodded.
“It only hurts like hell,” Triton said, pointing to the portal.
“Dungeon . . . Mode,” Entin said. Triton grimaced and flashed a thumbs-up. “It doesn’t hurt,” Entin said to a wide-eyed Marcel, then added quietly, “much,” which made Triton laugh.
“At all,” Aayra said, rolling her eyes. “It doesn’t hurt at all. Marcel can handle it.”
This outward display of confidence filled Marcel to the brim with joy. The boy practically glowed, prepared to live up to Aayra’s faith in him.
Entin signaled for the Distractors to enter. They had an arrangement of who entered and when. The Distractors entered first to ensure it was safe. If it wasn’t safe, they would do their job, buying time for the Scout to enter ten seconds later.
Entin, the leader and Grabber of the party, would normally enter last—for dungeons they didn’t have a Doorman—only after receiving a message from the Scout.
It went as smoothly as they had practiced. A chime from Aayra said it was safe. The message also included emojis of storm clouds.
He patted Marcel on the shoulder, told the boy he would do great—it was a very leader thing to do, something Lourne would do—and stepped through the portal.
The other side was dark, cold, and wet.
He stood beneath churning clouds that were unleashing a torrential downpour. This wasn’t like any other dungeon he had seen before. It looked like he had stepped onto an entirely different Land, one caught in a terrible storm at night.
He quickly moved to the side, and Marcel stepped through. Being the last member of their party, the portal collapsed. Black wrought iron spires that formed a gate twisted and unkinked until they stood upright.
Beyond the gate behind them were rolling hills, only visible when lightning flashed, flooding the world in white for a mere second before darkness replaced it.
Glowing red eyes were out in the grassy hills beyond the fence. They moved, watching. It could be a visual effect or actual mobs waiting for anyone too slow to move in the direction the dungeon intended.
The road they were on wound up half a dozen switchbacks until it met with a giant black house, its third-floor arched windows glowing a soft yellow, producing the only constant light.
“We can’t leave Marcel here,” Aayra shouted over the constant drumming of fat raindrops and rumbling thunder.
She was right. There was no place to sit and wait, and the monsters beyond the fence might not take kindly to a straggler. Worse, Marcel could actually lure monsters to the escape point like Ava had done in the previous dungeon.
Cogs, Entin hadn’t considered that before. The other dungeons didn’t have encroaching monsters. Then again, higher-rarity dungeons were probably different.
He nodded and motioned her to the road. As the Scout, she would go first in an attempt to gather information without aggroing anything. Aggroing, of course, was the Distractors’ job, but they didn’t want to needlessly aggro monsters to the wrong points of the dungeon and create future problems.
Aayra sprinted up the road, her bare feet sloshing in the gravel and mud. Triton and Bailey fanned out, doing their job without orders. This was the benefit of training.
Entin watched the red eyes beyond the fence. And . . . they did appear to be approaching slowly, perhaps only when they weren’t actively being observed, so he observed them actively.
Marcel lost every ounce of confidence he had displayed outside of the portal. For a fourteen-year-old kid, he was handling things quite well. Were this Entin’s first dungeon, he may never step into another dungeon again.
A few minutes later, a chime alerted him of a new message, and he opened his game screen.
¤ Message [Aayra Jhaveri]
» Nothing up to the house. There’s a place here for Marcel to wait outside the rain.
Good. He quickly messaged the entire party, instructing everyone to advance on the house, which they did slowly, conserving Stamina when possible.
An unlit lantern swung in the wind, adding a constant squeaking to the noisy ambiance. Beneath it was a broken sign that read, Welcome to Your Ending.
Nearly ten minutes later, and beyond soaked, they were at the top. Aayra waited beneath a large porte-cochère where people might have—once upon a time—dropped off party-goers at the horrifying mansion of early demises.
At least it was out of the rain.
“The door’s locked,” Aayra said from within the shadows. “I’ve looked around the sides, but I don’t see where else we’re supposed to go.”
“Did you knock?” Triton asked.
Aayra rolled her eyes. “Of course not. Do you think they have a polite butler to let us in?”
“It’s a cogging dungeon-place,” he said simply as if that was all that needed to be said. And, truth be told, he was right. When it came to dungeons, you had to leave your expectations behind.
“Fine. Try it.”
Triton grabbed the brass knocker attached to the large wooden front door and slammed it against its plate three times.
Ten seconds later, Aayra smirked. “Any other brilliant—” The door creaked open, cutting her off.
Triton grinned and patted himself on the back. “I know, I know, it can be just so very hard and stuff working with someone as smart as myself.”
“Shut up,” she said and pushed passed him, stepping inside. Despite the glowing yellow windows far above, the inside was perhaps darker than the outside.
“Ain’t too fond of this dungeon,” Bailey said. “Why couldn’t it be more like that flower one or that pretty underwater one?”
“It’s safe,” Aayra called from inside.
“Dude, do I have to stay here,” Marcel asked. Lightning flashed, and the kid jerked, looking around.
Maybe it was a mistake to bring him. Then again, no one in their right mind would want to sit out here where it was impossible to hear or see the lurking dangers.
Entin gave the kid a little push toward the door. “You can stay inside,” he said, and they funneled into a large foyer, wet feet on the smooth stone floor.
The door slammed shut. Everyone jumped. And something far away, hidden deep within the mansion, screamed a shrill, dying sound.
A loose window shutter clattered against the house outside. Raindrops thrummed the windows. Lightning flashed, casting shadows of leafless branches across the room. And the music of a violin scratched at its notes, soft yet grating.
At the center of the foyer floated a glowing white envelope. Entin, acting as the Grabber, approached it and plucked it from the air. A red wax stamp of a smiley face sealed it shut.
He tapped it, triggering its effect, and the envelope shifted away to pixels, revealing a small piece of paper within. On that small piece of paper were the chicken scratches of a message written in black ink.
He read the message aloud. “Trick or treat?”
Triton immediately replied, with enthusiasm, “Treat!” And the mansion groaned as if in acknowledgment of the party’s decision. “I mean, that’s my vote and such. You know, if I get a vote.”
“It looks like you answered for all of us,” Entin grumbled. Before he could say anything else, a swarm of little flame guys blinked into existence.
They bobbed their way to a large chandelier above and hovered near reflective metal plates in the walls. They wore their normal grimaces and shocked expressions.
Bailey waved to one, which screamed silently and puffed out, making her frown.
The room lit up, light reflecting off the polished granite floor. All the water and mud they had tracked in turned to pixels and faded, leaving them dry and clean, as was the standard state of being within Eternal Fantasy Online.
Balconies overlooked the foyer to either side. Their golden handrails matched the metallic lines that traced five closed double doors, two on either side and one directly ahead.
Two sets of stairs leading to their respective balconies had red carpets and took up the space at the sides of the room.
“This here’s a whole lot better,” Bailey said.
A loud creaking noise drew everyone’s attention to the center door as it opened on its own. The scents of cooked food invaded the foyer, and all the training everyone had undergone was instantly forgotten.
“Do I have to stay here?” Marcel asked again, licking his lips at what only his imagination could summon.
Entin nodded, and the boy slumped. This dungeon wasn’t a little excursion for the fun of it. There were real consequences attached to the outcome. “If there’s food in there—but there’s probably nothing—you’ll get your fair share, alright?”
Marcel nodded and searched for a good spot to hide, finding a gap behind an ancient-looking set of armor that stood within the wall.
Entin followed the rest of his party into a large dining room, the table set for five.
Triton had already taken the middle seat and was trying to pry off the metal cloche that covered what might be a delicious and steamy dinner but was more likely to be something terrible, like a severed head.
Still, there was no indication of anything else they could do. And, having seen the five chairs and five dinner sets, it was apparent that all of them needed to be present.
Entin sighed and called Marcel in. The boy appeared in an instant, excitedly looking into the room, eyes wide at the prospect of a fancy dinner of the likes he may have never experienced in this life or the last.
“It’s stuck!” Triton said, now yanking on the small cloche handle with both hands, his two feet pressing against the top of the table.
“Obviously, it’s not supposed to open,” Aayra said, taking the far left seat. Marcel quickly grabbed the seat next to her, which left the two right seats open for Entin and Bailey.
Once everyone was seated, a dinner bell materialized above the table and rang once, then transformed into another envelope.
Entin retrieved it, told Triton not to say anything, tapped the wax seal, then read the message aloud. “Five,” his voice came out deep and scratchy, making everyone—including himself—jerk.
He coughed a booming sound that rattled the silverware. It was clearly a part of the presentation, so he started over.
“Five trespassers have entered my home. Five dinners beneath their metal domes. Eat and accept your death alone. Or retrieve my shimmering stones.”
With the last word spoken, the paper turned black and flaked away. A silver goblet materialized at the center of the table with four empty sockets.
The metallic cloches disintegrated into streams of chrome pixels that lifted into the air to reveal plates of food.
¤ Your Treat [84 Satiated]
» 1× Steak [Medium Rare]
» 4× Asparagus
» 1× Roll
» 1× House Salad
“It’s a warning and challenge,” Entin said, more to himself than the others. “It’s like the underwater dungeon. Eating the food means we—”
He stopped and stared at Triton, who had a steak—missing a giant bite—in his right hand and a dinner roll in his left.
“Cogs, man!” Entin said. “Do you have no restraint?”
“What-do-you-mean?” Triton asked, mouth full. “It’s-delicious.”
“You accepted the challenge,” Aayra said.
“Again,” Entin said, then let out a breath and sat. It wasn’t like they were going to march back out to the portal entrance and leave.
They were Dungeon Runners.
Other groups might decide that this strange dungeon was beyond their ability to handle and gladly accept the warning. They were, after all, placing all of their gear at risk.
He cut into the steak, the meat giving off steam, resting in its reddish-brown juices, and took a bite. It seemed to dissolve in his mouth, full of flavor that zinged through excitable tastebuds.
Were this any other dungeon, without the threat of losing the orphanage hanging over his head, a free meal would have been a victory in and of itself.
The little act of partaking clued everyone else to do the same, and soon, the dining room was filled with the sounds of moans, utensils against plates, distant raindrops pounding the house, and something else scratching within the walls.
Entin put his fork down, his meal gone. He tried to stand, but the chair wouldn’t budge, locking him against the table. Something cold and slimy grabbed his ankles.
Aayra screeched, trying to look beneath the table but finding herself trapped like everyone else. Marcel swore, doing his best to pull his legs up.
It was impossible to know if they were supposed to just go with it or somehow fight to be free. Entin triggered Dash, and the world blurred, then returned with him still locked in place.
He pushed against the handles of his chair only for them to deform like clay, his fingers sinking into the wood.
Hundreds of tiny tapping legs revealed a giant brown millipede! It squirmed out from beneath his chair, tickling its way around his bare legs, scurrying up and over his thighs. It wrapped his stomach and chest with no end in sight.
Entin yanked at his hands that had grown a part of his chair, no longer flesh but wood. The others struggled against their own assaulting giant insects, fear and disgust clearly evident on their faces.
Cold legs scurried around his neck, forcing him to raise his chin. He clenched his jaw shut and pressed his lips firmly together, shaking his head as the creature continued to ascend.
It wrapped his mouth, his nose, his eyes.
Then everything went dark.





Chapter
Thirty-Seven
E ntin materialized in a small room lit only by one horrified flame guy, its flickering light dim as if it were trying to extinguish itself but couldn’t.
Entin jerked and slapped at his chest and legs, finding himself to be free of the giant insect. Bugs, especially massive bugs, were definitely not on his like list. He could still feel its legs on his skin.
Cogs. . . .
An inky black hung in the air next to him, then quickly shifted into the shape of Bailey. The black flaked away, and she grabbed her arms and danced on the spot.
“Looking for your friend?” he asked to make light of what was otherwise a terrifying experience he’d gladly never repeat.
“That ain’t my friend at all! Where’re we at?” she asked, then noticed it was just the two of them. “Where’s everyone else?”
“I don’t know,” he admitted, summoning his game screen. “The message said we’d die alone. I’m guessing that’s the challenge. We’ve been separated.”
“Then why are ya here with me?”
“Maybe this is a unique scenario, and . . . there were only so many created?” He tapped into his Messages. The entire screen was grayed out. Entin-mini looked sad, pointing to a new debuff in the top left corner.
¤ Silenced [4 minutes, 59 seconds]
» You have been silenced. All communication systems have been deactivated until the full duration of the effect has passed.
The duration kept ticking down to 58 seconds before reverting to 59 seconds. The debuff was constantly being reapplied. Great. They really were alone.
He took in the room.
The walls were made of large gray bricks stacked unevenly. The floor comprised of dark brown dirt and old furniture, smelling of mildew.
This was much more like a dungeon than the outside. It was a basement’s basement, a place to get rid of things you never wanted to resurface.
The music had changed from the scratching of a solo violin to what sounded like distant moaning, shifting up and down in pitch to form a rhythm that came from within the walls as if the buried dead were singing.
Bailey equipped her bola. “It’s only takin’ up one skill slot. And we might need it.” She looked out the only door, which connected to a hallway of other rooms that were hard to see in the darkness.
If this dungeon was like any of the other dungeons, there was a good chance those rooms had monsters sitting in wait.
He whispered, “We’re sneaking. No aggroing unless we have to.”
Bailey nodded.
He crept out of the room, cold dirt pressing between his toes, his fingers sliding along the bricks, counting the grooves as he went.
The little flame guy in the room detached itself from the wall and followed, hovering a few feet behind, jerking left and right, eyes wide.
Entin slowly peered into the first room they came upon, only to find it empty of anything living or undead.
The second room, however, was not empty. This was evident by the slurping noise and the crunching of what sounded like bone.
    
Aayra jerked awake.
She was lying in an oversized bed large enough to sleep six adult males, five if they had a greater body mass index than typical for the space colony. Seven women could fit, or sixteen children, if they used both halves of the bed.
But she was the only occupant, lying at the direct center, a heavy blanket pressing down on her. Bed posts raised from the corners, connecting to a second frame overhead that held draping canopies.
A large window to one side tapped with the constant pattering of rain. There were no tree branches, which likely meant she was on an upper floor of the mansion.
Next to the window were forty-two box shelves, each holding the shadowed form of what could only be a doll. Her heart thumped readily, and she watched those dolls for thirteen seconds before snapping out of it.
This is a dungeon. If evil dolls existed, they’d obviously be here, which meant she needed to move before they did.
She sat up slowly, pushing the covers away, and summoned her game screen. Entin needed to know where she was.
Unfortunately, a very sad-looking Aayra-mini was pointing to a new debuff called Silenced. All of her methods of communication had been disabled.
Cogs and sprockets.
Ever since Entin read the dungeon’s challenge, she knew this was a possibility: the party being separated. All she had to do was find them after overcoming her challenge, which should reward a gemstone for the goblet.
A spark of light ignited near the door, which sat opposite the wall of dolls and window. It was one of the flame people that seemed far smaller than typical, only giving off enough light to make the dolls’ button eyes gleam evilly.
A knock at the door made her jump. It was certainly a knock and not a random sound in the old house pretending to be a knock. This was known for how it had two intentful taps followed by an unfortunate scraping of fingernails against wood.
She swallowed hard, then crawled to the side of the bed nearest the door and jumped away from the darkness below the bed.
This is a dungeon. If there were monsters under the bed, they’d obviously be here.
But nothing moved.
She controlled her breathing. Drawing attention to herself would be something a dull sprocket would do, something Triton would do.
There was another knock: two soft taps followed by scraping. Given that there was only one door, it was quite evident she was intended to answer it.
She stilled her nerves and watched the dolls for six seconds. They stared back, silent and unmoving.
The small fire person wore a deep frown.
There was no logical point in delaying, though her mind desperately searched for one.
She stepped silently to the door, took the cold brass handle in hand, turned it—feeling the spring’s resistance—and pulled.
    
Marcel sat in the cramped space of the attic or an attic. A house this big could have multiple attics. And it surely was an attic because the ceiling was slanted on both sides.
The rain was a constant pounding. It made a white noise that blocked out all other sounds.
The one thing he knew above everything else was that he was an idiot, a dull sprocket, a slow cog, rusty bits and all.
He studied anything and everything to offset how cogging dented he knew he was, and now look at where he was: a dungeon. All because the cutest and smartest girl in the Garentin colony asked for a favor.
Dude, she’s three years older than you!
And he just had to help out with the craziest dungeon. None of the other dungeons Entin told in his stories had massive millipedes.
Marcel shivered at the thought. There was an extremely good reason he avoided leaving his Designated Safe Zones: they were safe!
Let this be a lesson, then. At least the attic seemed safe. He just had to survive. So, what better time than now to study? It’d take his mind off of where he was.
He opened his game screen and navigated to the documentation section. It opened to the last guide he was reading: How to Farm.
The moment he started reading, everything else fell away. He breathed out a relaxed breath, scrolled the page, then a hand gently squeezed his shoulder.
    
Triton slammed his back against the wall, slapping every inch of himself like a kung-fu ninja. He only stopped when he was absolutely positive the bugga-pede thing wasn’t giving him the most emotionless hug in his life.
He did miss hugs, especially from his parents. They were working the hydroponics when the first explosions went off.
Bah! Why would a bug monster-thing remind him of that? His parents were very practical people. They died. That hurt. But it was how he lived that would keep their memory alive as good people.
Currently, that meant living with his uncle. Now, that guy was not practical. He was the opposite of Triton’s parents. But a free-ish couch wasn’t anything to complain about.
If only Bailey wasn’t into Entin, the second-fastest Runner. She was probably a great hugger. And she was cute and funny and always picking flowers like his mother.
Thunder boomed distantly.
The house creaked.
Bailey looked at him with a deadpan expression. “I haven’t peed in a month.”
“Right. . .” he said. She was also super weird, but that wasn’t a bad thing, just a quirk. Quirks were good. “Where are we?” he asked.
It looked like they were at a dead end of a hallway. The walls were covered in golden floral wallpaper-stuff. The carpet was red down the center and white along the sides. It all smelled rather rich and new and not what he’d think an old house to smell like.
Twenty steps ahead, it turned to the right, lit by horrified flames flickering near metal plates in the walls, all staring at Bailey like she was some sort of monster, probably afraid she’d steal them from their home. And she’d totally do it.
Bailey didn’t answer, naturally, because she didn’t know. Or because she was still giving him the silent treatment: Queen of Grudges, for sure. But he had saved her in that underwater dungeon-place. That had to count for something, right?
She started walking down the hallway.
Ah, smart-smart. It was best to keep moving. He followed, but not before sneaking a glance at her legs. Bailey had the nicest set of legs.
She glanced back at him, evidently detecting what he was doing. And he gave her his best Triton smile, which had absolutely no effect.
The hallway turned and continued as . . . a hallway, which continued until it turned again a hundred or so feet away. There were doors spaced apart, alternating on the left and right sides. Each one he tried was locked.
He really ought to study lock-picking or something. That’d add value to this little enterprise of theirs. Any one of these doors could be protecting chests of loot or something.
He tried another handle.
Locked again.
Bailey wasn’t even trying to open the doors. She probably knew it was pointless. She was smart like that. These were bedrooms or closets or whatever. And they needed to find the others, not loot.
Bah! Sometimes he felt slow and such. But relying on others wasn’t a bad thing. They could make the decisions, and he’d carry out the plan. That was what he was good at: the action stuff.
There was an intake of breath behind him. He jumped so cogging high that he nearly touched the ceiling. Boom! He was great at jumping. But there was nothing behind him, not where the sound had come from.
He scrutinized the space, the walls, the doors, and all the little flames that watched him. Hmm, they weren’t watching him, actually. They were staring at a spot on the wall. So, he did what they did. Copying others was the name of the game.
Something . . . moved, like the floral design changed, or the flames were playing tricks on him. That was probably it. They were casting shadows and stuff to play tricks.
They seemed to be screaming now, their silent mouths stretched open, which just so happened to be all the warning he got.





Chapter
Thirty-Eight
E ntin signaled Bailey to stop.
Whatever was inside the room hadn’t noticed its guests waiting just beyond the door. The flame guy didn’t seem to aggro anything—thank the stars—and the monsters were apparently too dented to think for themselves.
He fought a strong desire to appease his curiosity. Knowing what they were up against would be helpful. But if doing so also aggroed the monster, they’d have no place to run but forward, which would aggro all the other stashed-away threats.
The fact that he used a signal and not words was immediately understood: no talking. He then flashed the sign they all had decided meant Dash and pointed beyond the room.
Bailey nodded, and the two of them blurred forward ten feet. When the world snapped together, he waited for any telltale signs that the monster—whatever it was—had been aggroed.
Nothing pursued.
He let out a breath and continued, inching along the hallway. This process was repeated three more times before they entered a wide room, the walls covered in old rolled-up carpets, rotten furniture, and mirrors, dust-covered and full of cracks.
The closest mirror reflected his silhouette, the tiny flame floating behind him. There was something odd in the reflection, and he stepped closer to reveal his smiling face. But he wasn’t smiling. Then a swarm of spiders crawled out of his mouth and eyes.
Entin jumped back, bumping into Bailey and swiping at his face. Nothing was there.
“What’cha doin’?” she asked, her concerned voice barely a whisper.
“Don’t look at the mirrors.”
Deeper in the room, someone spoke. “We can’t leave.” The sound slithered around the room, coming from a leather chair with its back to him and Bailey. The form of a person was sitting in the chair, their head swaying left and right.
The tiny flame looked between them and the chair, then bobbed forward reluctantly, lighting the way. The person had straight black hair.
“We can’t leave . . .” Aayra said, her voice so light he had to strain to make out the words.
Entin crossed the distance and grabbed her shoulder, turning to find her eyes had been sewn shut with thick red thread, and a purple crystal jutted from her chest.
“. . . Marcel here,” she finished in a growl, lips turning up into a wild grin. She lashed out, tearing two-foot-long black claw-like fingers across his stomach.
    
Aayra opened the door, and it squeaked like rusty old hinges in a haunted house. Too literal. Nothing was there. Nothing except a translucent green veil containing wisps of something.
Against her better judgment, but knowing she couldn’t stay in this room forever, she tapped a finger to it.
It exploded!
The force of it threw her across the room. Her back slammed against the shelves, and she took 122 damage.
The green veil had turned into dozens of flowing wisps that dove through her, each a touch of ice like a gust of refrigerated air in the large freezer rooms on the station.
She clenched her eyes shut, arms forming an X across her chest. It was a weak shield, an automatic reaction to handle unknown danger.
Of course it was unknown . . . her eyes were shut! This was not the behavior of a Scout.
She pushed past the fear and scanned the empty room, empty except for the tiny flame watching her and the wall of dolls that were now looking down from their square shelves, holding knives.
They descended on her silently, the only sound coming from wooden limbs knocking against each other. Two of them tore pink damage lines down her arm, dealing 30 and 33 damage.
She triggered Double Dash and crossed most of the room. The dolls were climbing out of their holes and crashing to the floor. The moment one escaped its shelf, another appeared, creating a constant flood of the deadly things.
The doorway no longer had a green veil blocking the hallway. She sprinted the distance, grabbed the handle, and slammed the door shut behind her.
A dozen tiny weapons tapped and stabbed at the other side of the door, evidently too weak to do anything. But before she could breathe her sigh of relief, a flow of motion yanked her attention to the side.
It was a white curtain flowing out from the wall, caught on a fervent gust of wind. She approached slowly and alert, cataloging every sound:
The rain on glass and wood, mud and brick; the howl of wind; the boom of thunder after a blinding flash; the clicking noise where the curtain rings clung to the curtain rod; her feet sinking into the lush red carpet; and the constant tapping of dolls attacking the door.
It was a broken window. Rainwater covered the windowsill, spilling down to the carpet. Outside, thirty feet below, the wrought iron fence stood resolute against the rolling fields and the glowing red eyes hiding within.
Jagged shards of glass protruded from the window’s frame, and upon those shards was a reflection of something transparent and green, gliding behind her.
    
Marcel, at the touch of a hand on his shoulder, cogging freaked out! He accidentally triggered Dash, and in a sudden blurry moment, he slammed through old cardboard boxes, throwing about dust.
A blinding flash of lightning filled the attic from the circular window. Thunder made everything shake, adding to the constant cacophony of raindrops.
Ten feet away from where he had first appeared in the attic was a red toy box, its lid open, and a white hand bouncing at the end of an extended spring.
A toy?
For sure . . . he freaked out because of a cogging toy. Smart move, you dull sprocket. Aayra wouldn’t like someone who was scared of toys.
Something touched his shoulder.
He jerked, but this time had the presence of mind to trigger Roll on purpose. His body jumped forward on its own, connected his shoulder to the floor, and performed a perfect roll.
It was another hand attached to a toy box. And the moment he saw it, he saw others moving on their own, gripping the floor and shuffling forward.
A form eased itself out of the shadows. Its face was familiar if not exotically different, painted white, diamond-shaped black and red makeup over the eyes that connected to laugh lines. A single red ball made up its nose.
“Dude, Entin?”
    
Boom! Triton thought, jumping back from the face-thing that pressed out of the wall, deforming the floral wallpaper.
Its mouth hung way open, larger than any normal mouth, sucking in a breath like it hadn’t breathed for a long while or something.
And where there was one, there were many others. This was so cogging cool! The attention to detail was spot on. They made it super freaky.
Yeah-yeah, the faces probably wanted to eat him. He’d totally let one nibble on a finger just to see what would happen. But he wasn’t alone, and he was supposed to be in Dungeon Mode.
Be serious, Triton! No fun allowed.
He blew a raspberry, then ran down the hall after Bailey, who had already turned the corner. She probably didn’t know the walls wanted to eat them.
The ceiling bubbled like boiling water, faces appearing and disappearing, all with gaping mouths sucking in air.
He raced around the corner to find it extended three doors—two on the left, one on the right—and stopped at a dead end.
“Cogs!” he yelled. “Try the doors,” he told Bailey, who just stood there. She must be terrified, unable to move, which meant it was up to him to save the day again. Maybe, after this, she’d see him as the dashing young man he was.
He tried the doors—left, right, then left again—and found the last one unlocked.
Brilliant!
The ceiling in the hall lowered, transforming into a larger face that probably wanted to eat whole bodies, not just fingers.
Triton grabbed Bailey, threw her into the tiny room lit by one flame dude floating near the ceiling, slammed the door shut, and used his body as a shield, pressing his back to her front.
She didn’t object. In fact, her arm wrapped his side. Her hand pressed against his brilliant abs. Maybe all it took was getting her alone for her to realize their mutual attraction and stuff?
The hero-person always got the girl at the end.
The door started to bubble. A tiny face appeared. There didn’t seem to be a way to escape, which meant this encounter required actual fighting.
Bailey whispered in his ear, making goosebumps race across his arms. “I haven’t peed in a month.”
This was followed by the distinct yet distant sensation of pain, the sort a knife-thing would make, slicing into his back.





Chapter
Thirty-Nine
A ayra spun to find a green ghost coasting down the hallway. It was draped in a translucent robe that dragged along the floor. And it held a candle, which employed a little flame person to hover over the wax stick, watching her through the ghost’s form.
The apparition continued away from her until it vanished through a door. This event obviously wanted her to follow it.
This decision was made all the easier when the gap beneath the door to her bedroom revealed dolls pushing through with great enthusiasm.
She raced down the hallway and slipped through the door. It led to a balcony overlooking a ballroom. Haunting music rolled across the wooden floor where dozens of paired ghosts danced and spun.
The ghost she had followed, one that looked very much like Triton if the guy failed to smile for longer than ten seconds, stood near the railing where three small chains wrapped the handrail, each attached to a different chandelier.
The transparent Triton pointed to the handrail and vanished in a poof, leaving the flame person to hover there, lighting what appeared to be scratch marks in the metal.
The scratches formed the numbers: 18, 36, and 108. The last scratch was an underline, expecting her to finish the obvious pattern.
The numbers doubled, then tripled, and, no doubt, quadrupled for the fourth number. But there was no apparent way to signal her answer.
To either side of the balcony was a set of curving stairs. And upon those stairs were more ghosts. These ones carried swords and had red eyes looking like ghosts ready to murder her.
She sighed. Way too literal.
Every two seconds, the ghosts took a step. There were twenty steps, and they were on the second one, which meant she had 36 seconds to complete the puzzle.
This wasn’t helped by the banging of tiny metal weapons against the door she had slipped through. The dolls prevented her from escaping in that direction, should she fail. There were likely hundreds of them by now. . . .
The chains gave off the slightest green glow, each connected to a chandelier with twenty lights, except for a few missing ones. And that was the only clue she needed.
The first chandelier was missing two lights, the second four, and the third three. They represented numbers.
She tapped the chains in the correct order to produce 432, the answer to 4 times 108. And the exact moment she did, all of the ghosts puffed away, leaving a single golden chest at the center of the ballroom’s floor.
    
Marcel was, indeed, cogging dented.
A clown?
No cogging way!
Especially clowns that looked like someone he knew. That couldn’t be the real Entin, could it?
It didn’t matter. If it was or was not the real Entin, all Marcel had to do was survive. That was his one job. So, he shoved himself to his feet and sprinted to the attic’s hatch.
“It doesn’t hurt . . . much,” Entin said in a voice very unlike the leader of the Dungeon Runners. It was higher pitched and filled with equal parts malice and glee.
Marcel yanked on the hatch, which opened to a ladder that descended into darkness. Lightning flashed again, which temporarily lit the hole. In that incredibly brief flash, it seemed empty.
There was no other place to run, and, unlike normal adventurers, he had no weapon or knowledge of how to use a weapon, even if he did have one.
A toy box slammed against his side, dealing 66 damage. The hand sprang out and grabbed his wrist. He shook it free, sending it flying into half a dozen others.
Entin’s face, attached to its own spring, shuffled forward. His mouth stretched into a wide grin. A yellow crystal was embedded in his forehead.
Another box flew at Marcel’s head, and he ducked, then shoved his legs over the side of the hatch and felt the sharp edge of the wooden ladder bite into his toes.
Three rungs down, the toy hands somehow extended from the enclosing walls, fingers sliding across his back and arms, grasping until they caught something: a wrist, an ankle, a shoulder, an arm.
They hefted him up, inch by inch, toward the evil clown Entin that waited above, his eyes glowing an eerie yellow that matched the crystal.
“Stop it!” Marcel yelled and twisted, breaking free of one hand, then slapping another.
“It doesn’t hurt . . . much,” Entin repeated. He opened his mouth so wide his cheeks split. A long white tongue slithered down into the enclosed space.
The tip touched Marcel’s nose, slid across his cheek, down to his neck, then around. It locked tight, a force pulling on his head while the toy hands held him in place.
He couldn’t breathe!
The tearing force cut into his health. A -137 materialized and slid up through the grinning clown, then another, and another.
Marcel shook left and right, breaking the holds of a few hands. But they were relentless, snapping their fingers around anything they could grab, fingertips digging into his skin.
Between all the frantic thoughts—the need to breathe, the need to escape—one question surfaced, a question he locked onto.
What would Entin do?
The answer was immediate. Entin would solve the problem as a Runner!
Runners didn’t fight. Runners didn’t use strength. Runners solved problems by applying their mind, applying strategy.
Marcel shoved himself toward the ugly clown dude that was definitely not Entin, breaking a few holds and loosening the force on his neck for a fraction of a second.
It was all he needed.
He looked down and triggered Dash.
Everything blurred. When he reappeared, the tongue was still attached to his neck!
Entin’s laughing face fell with Marcel, bursting through the bottom hatch and into a bright hallway.
He crashed to the red carpet floor and triggered the first variant of Roll to break his fall, then tore the disgusting tongue off.
Toy hands dropped and clattered next to him, forming a pile. They reached out to the floor and pulled their springs in, shaking against the building pressure before letting go to launch themselves.
Some missed and slammed into the wall next to astonished-looking flame dudes. Others crashed into Marcel, grappling for him.
He wasn’t here to fight.
He was a cogging Runner! The Doorman.
That realization filled him with renewed confidence that fought against the mounting terror of dozens more toy boxes joining the fight.
The hallway continued toward white double doors outlined in gold. He tore more hands off and sprinted toward the doors, screaming as the army of toys pursued from behind.
    
Entin jumped away from the monster pretending to be Aayra, lost his footing in the dirt, and triggered Handspring.
Bailey, as acting Distractor, sprinted up to the imposter, jumped, and triggered Wall Kick.
The force of it sent the monster reeling backward, its creepy and deadly hands waving about for balance.
¤ Ghoulish Aayra [Lvl. 9]
× Mini-boss
It was a mini-boss!
Most likely, everyone else had their own scenario that ended with a mini-boss needing to be defeated. But they weren’t fighters; they were thieves.
There had to be a way to exploit the dungeon for loot. But for now, escaping this encounter and rejoining the others took precedence.
“Look for a way out,” he told Bailey, then sprinted toward the Aayra monster and kicked without using his skill.
His foot slammed into her chest, knocking her through some old wooden furniture that splintered.
She crashed to her back, then thrashed on the ground, tearing her overly long fingers into the dirt. It only took two seconds for her to right herself into a crouched position, snarling.
The noise reverberating from her throat aggroed all the monsters in the rooms Entin and Bailey had so carefully avoided.
Ghouls, like fast zombies that ran on all fours—bones sticking out in random places, flesh rotting, red glowing eyes—appeared in the hallway, all too happy for a late evening snack.
Bailey pointed to a door high up on the wall. It looked like there used to be wooden stairs at some point, but they had rotted away, leaving only a few pillar supports.
It was something.
He signaled her to the door.
She shook her head. “Go! I’m the Distractor.” She threw her bola at a ghoul, then withdrew a sharp stick and speared a second ghoul in the stomach.
She was right.
He was the Grabber. He was the most important person on the team. That just went against his basic nature of wanting to protect and help others.
But death was not the end.
Bailey was giving him a chance, one that he intended to take full advantage of. This was what they had trained for, after all.
He jumped up the two posts and landed on the thin door ledge, grabbing the handle to stop him from falling backward.
Luckily, it was unlocked. He pushed it open and stepped into the old mansion’s actual basement.
Bailey yelled something, and he spun in time to see her Dash his way. He flattened himself to the wall and barely missed colliding with her. Then, a fraction of a second later, Aayra followed.
The monster didn’t have the normal Utility skills of a Dungeon Runner, but she jumped and easily cleared twenty feet, her sharp, alien fingers jutting forward in an effort to impale him.
He dropped to his back and triggered the second variant of Wall Kick, doubling the damage. His Stamina dropped to 76/104.
Since the floor had no give, all of the skill’s force slammed into her stomach, sending her all the way up to the wooden ceiling of the room full of ghouls.
Her arms snapped in the wrong direction, grabbing the ceiling. Her head slowly twisted around, which was a big cogging nope!
He shoved himself to his feet and slammed the door, looking for a lock. By the time he found a slot where he could slide a hefty block of wood in front of the door, the door itself teetered backward and crashed to the dirt five feet below.
The room was teeming with monsters, their eyes affixed to him. And Aayra, like a cogging spider, scurried across the ceiling.
Bailey grabbed his wrist, and they raced into the basement proper, where a horde of zombies milled about, poking their heads out from heaping piles of muck and bones.
Without a second’s worth of consideration, the two of them triggered Sprint and ran to a narrow set of stairs. They climbed them, leading an army of the undead to the surface.
The top of the stairs had a diagonal door. Bailey nearly broke through the wood in an attempt to open it. Then they ran to a white double door, which opened to the foyer.
Entin slammed the door shut and shoved his back against it. There was no telling how well it would hold against everything they had left behind.
The real Aayra slipped through the double doors opposite Entin and Bailey, a proud grin on her lips.
Marcel, screaming curses, burst through another set of doors. He spotted Aayra and immediately stopped, smiled, and gave a casual wave just to prove how cool and under control he was.
Lightning flashed.
Thunder rumbled.
The lights went out, and the main door flung open to reveal the silhouette of something obviously enraged, its tortured breaths scraping the air.





Chapter
Forty
T riton had to run all- the- cogging way back to the mansion after waiting five minutes. How many chances was he going to give Bailey?
She was a backstabber.
Literally!
Thick tendrils of light flashed across the dark sky, all angry-like. The boom rattled his bones.
He threw open the mansion’s front door and drew in breath after breath, pausing only because the inside was dark. He could still see the afterimage thing of the brilliant lightning.
Flame guys popped back into existence, lighting the rest of his party, all standing in the foyer-place, staring at him like he was some kind of monster.
Pfft! The monster was Bailey.
He jabbed a finger at her, standing innocently by Entin’s side, looking all healthy and stuff. Well, good for her for escaping the closet of death.
“You!” Triton yelled. When he stepped through the doorway, it slammed shut behind him. The flame guys flickered in and out.
Bailey pinched her brows together. “Me? What’cha talkin’ about?”
“Don’t play the dull sprocket card. You killed me! And this was after I went waaay out of my way to protect you.”
“Killed’ja?” she asked.
“Well, obviously, it worked. You lived. And I had to run all the way back up here in the rain. Congratu-cogging-lations. But so not brilliant, girlio. I thought we were patching things up.”
The fourth door opened, presumably the one he would have exited from had he not been mercilessly murdered.
Bailey . . . stepped through, expressionless.
Triton looked at her, and then at the Bailey he had been yelling at. Two Baileys? He . . . could get behind that, so long as they didn’t kill him.
In the momentary confusion, the new Bailey said deadpan, “I haven’t peed in a month.”
“Ya really thought that was me?” the real Bailey asked. “That ain’t like me at all!”
“Well . . . I . . .” Triton stammered. He was dripping a pool of water and such onto the granite floor, which started turning into pixels. “It’s not like I had you to compare her to.”
“I got loot,” Aayra said. “And a crystal.”
Apparently, having seen a monster-thing casually enter the foyer, Entin locked the door he and real Bailey were standing next to. The others did the same.
“You killed a mini-boss?” Entin asked, not giving the Bailey situation its proper amount of attention.
“Mini-boss? There wasn’t a mini-boss for me. I got an easy puzzle.”
There was pounding on the doors. Little white bars displayed their shrinking durability or something from 2,000 points.
The fake Bailey, now so cogging obvious, took a meandering step toward Triton, doing her best to appear innocent while maintaining that emotionless look. She mentioned, once again, how long ago it was that she had peed.
Yes, that was strange the first time she had said it. Now, it was as if she was saying, “I will kill you in your sleep.” So not attractive. . . .
“Get the loot out of the dungeon,” Entin told Aayra. She nodded and ran past. But when she yanked on the door’s handle, the door didn’t budge.
“It’s locked.”
“Cogs!”
Everyone looked at Triton like it was his fault. Did they not care that Bailey—fake or otherwise—had killed him? “Pfft! I didn’t lock it. I didn’t even close it!”
Aayra said something about knowing how to get out. She ran back to the double doors she had exited from and threw them open.
A cogging wall of ugly dolls burst through like water. They jumped at her, swinging little knives in their little knit hands.
Aayra yelped, receiving a dozen small cuts. She Dashed to Entin, leaving the dolls to look for their next target.
Triton sighed. He was a Distractor. It was time to die. Again. Maybe Bailey would see how cogging brave he was this time.
He grabbed fake Bailey’s hand, the one trying to conceal a knife behind her back—how he had missed that before, only the Maker knew—kicked a doll in its ugly face, then Dashed through the army.
    
Entin watched Triton Dash through the throng of dolls, dragging the fake Bailey with him, one that had a pink crystal embedded in her hand.
An idea struck.
“Leave the fake Bailey!” he yelled to Triton, who spun around and mouthed, What? He then promptly disappeared beneath a wave of dolls.
Well . . . that works.
“There’s another way out,” Aayra said, pointing to the stairs that ran up to the second floor. “That has to connect with the room I was in.”
“Give me your crystal,” Entin said. She looked like she wanted to ask why but quickly decided against it. She summoned her game screen and performed a proximity trade.
A chime was all he needed to enact his new plan, one that would likely not work. But there was only one way to find out, and it wasn’t like he had any other ideas. Even if it didn’t work, at least it’d distract the monsters.
He told the others to get to the second floor and to stay out of aggro range.
Bailey reacted immediately. She grabbed Marcel’s hand and performed a Double Dash straight up to the overhanging balcony. Aayra followed a second later.
Entin re-engaged his Sprint and ran back to the dining room, closing and locking the door behind him.
The chairs were empty of giant thousand-legged insects, and the only thing on the polished wooden table was the silver goblet.
He summoned his game screen directly to his inventory and withdrew Aayra’s crystal. A second later, the green gemstone materialized, pinched between his fingers.
He tapped it to the goblet, and the crystal shattered into hundreds of green pixels before reforming into one of the open sockets.
One down, three to go.
Thunder boomed distantly. The house creaked. Dust motes floated down from a new crack in the ceiling. And the chairs started to move on their own.
He snatched the goblet from the table and jumped to the side, where another chair quickly galloped across the floor to meet him, all of its many edges now spikes.
A Wall Kick sent it backward.
He turned toward the door.
It exploded into white and gold pixels.
An army of ghouls and zombies, led by one very upset-looking fake Aayra, flooded the room.
    
Marcel crouched behind the second-floor balustrade, holding the balusters tighter than strictly necessary.
His heart felt strange. It seemed to be beating twice as fast as normal, making him sweat and feel uncomfortable.
This was the reason he preferred to stay inside where it was safe. His body was using every means at its disposal to communicate how very much it didn’t like trying new things.
That aside, he watched Entin sprint into the dining room, where those nasty bugs ate them. He was so cogging cool and brave. The dude always knew what to do next. He probably didn’t fear anything.
Marcel feared everything.
The two of them were so cogging different. It still amazed him that anyone would want him on their team. That was why he declined initially. It had to have been a prank.
He sucked in a deep breath. He was here now, crouched next to Aayra, so close he could feel the warmth coming off of her.
She looked behind at a super cool-looking library, the walls covered in books from floor to ceiling. And beyond it was a stretch of empty hallway.
“Cogs and sprockets,” she whispered, “I don’t know if we can actually get back to the room I spawned in from here.” She was biting her thumbnail, which was so cogging cute.
He didn’t have anything to say. And admitting his feelings here felt like the wrong place and time. Admitting his feelings anytime felt like the wrong place and time. . . .
A double door across the foyer burst into white and gold pixels that matched the material colors.
Aayra’s evil twin sister was in the doorway. Her eyes were sewn shut. She breathed from her mouth, her back bent oddly, her fingers black and really-really long.
She snarled, saliva dripping from her chin. And behind her was an army of undead things with glowing red eyes.
The real Aayra gasped at the horrendous display of herself.
Marcel wanted to protect her, ease the discomfort she must have felt seeing this abomination. He whispered, with all the confidence Entin would have talking to girls, “Don’t worry. You look nothing like that.”
Bailey snorted.
Aayra scrunched up her eyebrows, now looking at him for what seemed like the first time.
He could feel his cheeks warm. His confidence went from one hundred to zero
in two seconds flat. “At least . . . to me you don’t. . . .”
“I hope not to anyone,” she whispered, dumbfounded.
Marcel sighed inwardly. He was a cogging rust bucket, a dull sprocket, indeed. Of course, she didn’t look like the twisted and disgusting monster that had borrowed her likeness.
He wanted to slink away into the darkness. In a strange way, he wouldn’t mind hanging out with Entin’s clown over sitting here, strangling on embarrassment.
The fake Aayra seemed to catch the scent of something. She charged toward the dining room, ignoring the wandering dolls looking for Dungeon Runners to cut up. Even the fake Bailey had returned.
Grasping for anything to appear helpful, Marcel said, “We need to warn Entin.”
Aayra shook her head. “We can’t. Not with the Silenced debuff.”
And that made him feel even more dented. They had a debuff? He had memorized all of the debuffs, not once thinking he’d experience one himself. The Silenced debuff blocked all communications.
The dining room door burst apart. There was no way their fearless leader could escape all of these monsters. But it was a good distraction.
Marcel stood slowly.
If this was a distraction, they should use it and get Aayra to safety. But before he could put that thought into action, Entin appeared in the foyer from tendrils of shadow.
He was covered in pink damage lines, his health down to 177/1,000. He spun, immediately spotting Marcel, and threw the silver goblet, which had two crystals socketed.
“You don’t have to kill—” Entin’s words were cut short. Fake Aayra, still very much alive despite missing her purple crystal, pierced her terrible knife-like fingers through his back and out the front of his chest. He shattered into a hundred shimmering white shards.
And Marcel, without another thought other than how cool he must look, dove off the balcony.
    
Bailey—at the sight of poor Entin shatterin’, and at the sight of the silver goblet with green and purple crystals—stood so coggin’ fast, she nearly launched herself off the balcony, only stoppin’ herself when Marcel, their Doorman of all people, did so without a hint of a prompt from either her or Aayra.
The two shared a quick glance, then watched as Marcel caught the goblet and expertly used the first variant of Roll to absorb fall damage.
He wasn’t half bad.
The kid was back on his feet amid a room full of dolls, ghouls, and . . . Was that a clown version of Entin? She snapped a picture before realizin’ she had even opened her game screen.
Marcel spun and Dashed straight up to the clown—Entin’s painted face attached to a large spring—and clobbered him with the goblet, screamin’ all the while.
There was a burst of yellow pixels, then the goblet had three crystals shimmerin’ for all to see. The dolls and toy boxes with hands attached to springs attacked the kid.
He was gone as fast as he had appeared, a blaze of triumph before death. And if he could do it, she could as well. Besides, there was a monster down there with her name on it . . . literally.
Bailey launched herself off the balcony and Dashed to the floor to break her fall.
She scooped up the goblet, jumped, and triggered Wall Kick against the wall to send her over the flood of dolls all choppin’ at the air. She very much hated dolls, especially the evil sort.
When she landed directly in front of her imposter, the fake Bailey said, “I haven’t peed—”
And the real Bailey shut the monster’s coggin’ mouth by smashin’ the goblet against its head. The crystal wasn’t in its head, but it felt good. Then she slammed the goblet against its hand.
The pink crystal turned into a firework before joinin’ the other crystals. Then the goblet started to warm. The silver changed to gold. The socketed crystals were glowin’!
She threw the goblet to Aayra, yellin’, “Catch!” a mere moment before the horde of monsters tore the remainin’ of Bailey’s health away.
    
Where there were once five, there was now one. Aayra, the last surviving Dungeon Runner, watched the now-golden goblet spin through the air toward her. The twenty flame people on the chandelier watched it while they screamed silently.
Bailey’s form shattered into shards of white light. She shot up through the ceiling like a reverse lightning bolt.
That was actually good.
And that was Aayra’s last thought before catching the goblet at the precise moment the metal expanded forty times its original size into a golden chest that slammed its full weight down on her.
A large -612 jumped into the air and leisurely floated upward, fading slowly.
This cinematic display of her greatly reduced health was accompanied by the sounds of scratching and thudding as an army of misfit monsters climbed the stairs seventeen and a half feet to her left.
She had precisely eight seconds before the first of the monsters would find her and start chopping parts of her free.
Truth be told, she quite liked her various parts. Every one of them, in fact. None were for sale. If she lost a finger, she’d have an odd number of digits, which wouldn’t work at all.
Focus!
By the sounds of it, her evil doppelgänger, of whom she most certainly looked nothing alike, would reach her first.
Aayra triggered the first variant of Dash, reappearing ten feet in the air, facing the opposite direction. She landed in a squat, tapped the chest, and withdrew all of the items without looking at the contents.
When she stood, five glistening black fingers slashed across her arm, dropping her to 112/1,000 health.
“You’re ugly!” she yelled at the monster version of herself. In four studies she had read, verbal outbursts helped the participants cope with stressful situations.
But—cogs and sprockets!—it didn’t seem to help.
Monster Aayra snarled her reply. In hindsight, insults likely contributed to aggro, which was a hypothesis worth testing someday.
The monster attacked again.
This time, Aayra was ready. She triggered Handspring, taking her just beyond the small library’s door. She grabbed the edge and slammed it shut, turned, and ran two steps before realizing she didn’t hear the door actually slam shut.
The reason was crystal clear. An evil doll blocked the door with its cogging face. This gave all the other evil everythings time to pour into the room.
An old ghost man, sitting in a reading chair, looked up and arched an eyebrow. The books behind him were rearranging themselves.
This place was so weird!
She triggered Sprint and charged through the library and into the hall behind it. The little flame people were shaking their heads—or bodies—which was probably meant to mean something.
At the corner, which she hoped was the hallway that connected to her room, she stopped.
There was no hallway.
It continued ten feet and ended in a dead end. There wasn’t a door or window in sight.
The walls bubbled. Faces formed beneath the wallpaper, their mouths chomping endlessly at nothing.
“Honey!” came Triton’s singsong voice, “I’m home!”
The front door!
Aayra spun toward the dolls and toy boxes, the creepy clown of Entin, Bailey’s deadpan gaze, and the monster version of herself, leading a hungry-looking family of ghouls and zombies.
Aayra gasped.
They were getting dirt on the carpet!
Obviously, this wasn’t the time to worry about that. She counted three seconds. Her heart beat six times.
There were fifty-three dolls, twenty-eight toy boxes, six ghouls, nine zombies, and three mini-bosses, not counting the enumerable wall faces.
She sprinted toward them all and triggered the second variant of Sprint, which required Sprint to be active.
Her bare feet touched the wallpaper, stepped over a face, and ran twelve feet—the full extent of Wall Run—before triggering the second variant of Dash to shift forward twenty feet.
She landed amid a family of dolls, excited to find that their prey had closed the distance to them. One cut her shin for 47 damage. Another threw itself under her foot, making her leg buckle.
She triggered Roll and was back to her feet in an instant, the bulk of the monsters behind her.
It took three seconds to reach the library, which didn’t have an evil doll to block the door from slamming shut this time.
“Hurry!” Triton yelled. He was fighting the . . . door? He was holding it open, feet propped up against the frame, grunting from the effort.
A doll was trying to cut him, jumping four inches and swinging its tiny knife.
Aayra jumped off the balcony, triggered Dash, and materialized outside in the cold wet of the night. The winds seemed to howl louder and more violently than before.
The sky lit up, lightning flashing three, four, five times! One bolt struck the house, igniting the black wood paneling in a glow of orange.
She ran and ran for all she was worth. Triton was not behind her. The house must have won its fight and pulled him inside.
One terribly unlucky bolt of lightning would be the end of it. That cogging thought, mixed with the sensation of a light static buzz, made her run like there was no tomorrow.
Cliche. . . .
The black wrought iron gate was momentarily lit up. All the red eyes of monsters that had been in the grassy hills beyond were now right up against the gate. They were ghouls, dozens of them wanting to be let in.
A normal group might welcome the extra fight for loot, but not her, not the Dungeon Runners. She was following the manifesto precisely. Exploit. Extract. And now, for the most important part, Exit.
She pointed her index and middle finger at the gate, twisted her wrist to summon its Information Box, smashed the Accept button, and dove through the portal.





Chapter
Forty-One
N ear dinner time, Entin opened the door to the orphanage and ushered inside a very excited and smiling Marcel, Aayra, Triton, and Bailey before following.
The place was as lively as ever, full of kids laughing and pointing at Dantic, who was holding a massive rainbow fish over his head, one that was nearly as long as he was tall.
If it weren’t for everyone having the same strength, he probably would have had a tough time holding it up in the air like that.
“Entin, look!” Dantic said, beaming. “It’s enough food for everyone, I think.”
“It smell bad,” Ohto said, and Joia, standing next to him—within cootie range—nodded to the affirmative.
“That,” Entin said, lifting Ohto onto one hip and carefully maneuvering Joia onto his other, “is only because it’s not cooked yet. When it’s cooked, it’ll be the most delicious thing you’ve ever had!”
“That?” Ohto asked, scrunching his nose and pointing as if there had been some confusion as to what they were talking about.
“Yup. It’s what Dungeon Runners eat to grow big and strong.”
This immediately changed Ohto’s opinion of the fish. His eyes went round, and he kicked his feet to be let down so he could further inspect the alien food.
Ausemnie was running on fumes. She probably wasn’t getting enough sleep to replenish her Stamina completely.
Combine that with knocking on every door for donations, running their booth, and the stress of potentially losing the orphanage in a matter of hours, she looked ready to shatter into a thousand pieces and ascend to the Celestial Plane of stars.
When their eyes met, she chanced a smile, given how happy everyone seemed to be. Entin strode over, bouncing Joia up and down and making her giggle.
“Did it go well?” Ausemnie asked, her voice holding a hopeful tune.
“You could say that,” he said, then summoned his inventory screen and dropped all the edible loot from the dungeon into the proximity trade window:
¤ Abruel Dungeon Loot
» 80× Salt Water Ghost Taffy
» 20× Peanut Butter Poop Cups
» 30× Ghoul Pops
“Candy?” She laughed. A few kids perked up.
“I figure you’d be best at handling the goodies. But that’s not all.” He motioned to Aayra to take over.
“We have formed a guild,” she announced formally, looking quite proud since it was her idea.
Ausemnie arched an eyebrow. “What does that mean? I don’t actually know a lot about games and haven’t had the time to study up on it.”
“I can tell you,” Marcel said excitedly, and Aayra glanced at him, then shrugged, which seemed to make him all the more happy. “I’ve read all about the different organization types.
“A guild is like a faction. Umm, maybe I’ll start there, then. We’re all in the City of Creannan’s faction, which has a government, location, reputation, and systems like . . . like . . . the bank! And repairing, waypoints, market, housing. There are a lot of systems, actually. And the faction pays to have access to these systems.
“But anyway, guilds are the same but at a smaller level. They operate within a faction. They are usually dedicated to a specific thing. So . . . yeah, umm, the merchants could start a guild or the adventurers.”
Ausemnie nodded. “And you guys started a guild? How does that help you?”
“Well,” Entin said, “it just so happens that my guild needs a guildhall, which just so happens to cost less per month than a . . . business.”
The precise cost was 65 scyl plus a scyl per member, which required five to start: Entin, Bailey, Triton, Aayra, and Marcel. It took the bulk of the 73 scyl they had earned from the dungeon.
Ausemnie made an Ah sound, catching on to his intent. She quickly asked, “What do I have to do?”
Aayra, always prepared, had summoned a contract. “If you sign this, you’ll be handing the ownership of this property to the Dungeon Runners guild. I’ve added a provision in the contract that ensures the orphanage shall always have a place in the guild. We only need a small section to conduct business. And a few rooms for guild members.”
Ausemnie took the paper and read the contents, nodding slowly as she did.
Ohto yelled, “With bad stinky fish, I will be fastest Dungeon Runner!” He then triggered Dash and blurred into tendrils of shadow that crashed through the chairs of an unused table, sending them tumbling.
“No!” said Tayla, “I will be fastest!” She blurred through the room, traveling further from having triggered the second variant of the skill.
When she appeared again, she looked around, momentarily confused, then planted her hands on her hips and grinned.
Triton huffed. “No! I am the fastest Dungeon Runner.” He glanced at Entin, rolled his eyes, and added, “With blue hair.”
He blurred through the room and stopped just beyond Tayla, then grabbed her and tossed her toward the ceiling before catching her.
“Me next!” Ohto said, extricating himself from a chair. And soon, the room was full of laughter and flying kids.
“I accept,” Ausemnie said, tapping the contract and confirming her intent on the small dialog window that appeared. The contract rolled up and vanished to pixels. “So, now what?”
“Now’s the best part,” Bailey said, grinning. “Can I do it? Never used the Blueprint system before.”
“It’s just a button,” Entin said, then shrugged. He summoned his game screen after letting Joia down and tapped the lock icon, which unlocked it and made it viewable.
Bailey grabbed the edges of the screen. “This one?” she asked, pointing to a button that would update the tavern to a level-1 guildhall. Entin nodded, and she tapped the button while saying, “Boop!”
Blue lines traced across the floor and walls. A few places where kids stood turned red. Triton herded the kids toward the front door, promising something brilliant.
“Push it again,” Entin said, “to confirm this is what we want.”
Bailey did so, and the tavern changed.
Walls burst apart into brown pixels that lingered in the air. Planks of wood and red bricks stormed out of the game screen, snapping into position.
The kids were a chorus of Wow and Ooh, pointing at the new entrance, the changed floor, and the walls that shifted from dark logs to light brown paneling.
After a minute of magic, the Blueprint’s changes were complete, freeing all the kids to rush out and explore their new home.
The entrance now opened to a small and empty shop area. There was a place for shelves or chairs in case they needed to meet with clients. And an empty counter guarded a door to the rest of the building.
Beyond the shop, taking up the remaining space of the main floor, was a combined living and dining room. The hearth’s fire burned, and distant harp music played, giving the place a more formal feel. It wasn’t the best music, but it could be changed.
Unlike the original tavern, the guildhall had two floors. The kids, led by Marcel, charged up the stairs, fully aware that bedrooms and beds were offered on a first-come, first-serve basis.
They were already yelling, “This is the girls’ room. That’s the boys’ room!” And, “Leave big room for mommy!”
Ausemnie smiled a relieved smile, blinking back tears and doing a terrible job at it. She wrapped her arms around Entin, which prompted Bailey to join the hug. Triton followed, leaving Aayra to stand to the side, rigid and arms crossed, until Triton yanked her into the hug.
“Thank you,” Ausemnie said. “All of you.”
THE END OF
Part Five





Guild Guide
DOCUMENTATION
You are reading the Guild guide. A guild is similar to a faction. It represents a group of players linked by a common interest, attitude, skill, goal, etc.
Players are limited to participating in one guild at a time, so choose carefully. If you choose a guild that does not fit your needs, you may leave the guild, which prevents joining another guild for one day.
Guild affiliation can be kept private.
¤ Message Log
   JOHN   


  I’m going to start a guild called the Time Keepers. We’ll publish a new calendar.  


   GABE   





  You’re still going on about that?  





  I don’t think people will hate the calendar so much that they join a guild dedicated to producing a calendar system.  





   JOHN   


  Time will tell.  


   GABE   





  Is that a pun?  





   JOHN   


  No, but everything is speculation right now. Are you going to start a guild?  


   GABE   





  I can neither confirm nor deny my intent to start a guild.  





   JOHN   


  So you are, but you don’t want me to know what type of guild you’ll be starting?  


   GABE   





  All you need to know is it’ll be the best guild, and you’re not invited.  





  Can’t have any time lords, you see?  





   JOHN   


  I’m not a time lord. . . .  


  And you can only join one guild at a time, anyway.  


   GABE   





  Your loss.  





GOOD STANDING
Much like the laws of a faction, guilds have their own laws. To remain in good standing with the guild and gain access to guild bonuses, you must follow the guild’s laws.
In addition to the laws, guilds may have ranks, which grant additional perks to their most loyal and contributing members. See Guild Contribution for more.
GUILD BONUSES
All guilds are different, which includes the bonuses granted to guild members who are in good standing.
A guild that focuses on combat might grant additional combat experience and better prices for gear or handle selling loot to get more profit per item.
Guilds may provide room and board within their guildhall or operate without a guildhall. Perks are flexible to the needs of the players, so please speak to a guild representative to understand what benefits you’ll gain from joining their guild.
GUILD CONTRIBUTION
Being a part of a guild grants many bonuses—see Guild Bonuses—but often requires something in return. This is dependent on the guild.
Guilds may require their members to pay a membership fee, craft items, donate resources, recruit new members, train other members, complete dungeons, complete raids, kill members from other guilds, and so on.
¤ Message Log
   GABE   





  To be a time lord, you must stare into the sky for one hour every day.  





   JOHN   


  You’re a dull sprocket. That wouldn’t even make sense. And my members would be Time Keepers.  


   GABE   





  To be a time lord, you must run through the market and yell out what the date is.  





   JOHN   


  That’s actually not a bad idea.  


GUILD TYPES
A guild can form around any idea. This can be as general or specific as the guild wishes, from the Eternal Birdwatchers guild to the Kitty Cat Knitting guild.
A few ideas for your own guild: crafting general items, weapons, armor, and jewelry; player vs. player in the Wilds, arena contests, and guild wars; dungeoneering, adventuring; exploring, cartography, archeology, and treasure hunting.
GUILDHALL
Most guilds have a guildhall to operate as their headquarters. The guildhall starts at level 1 and gains experience based on the number of members and the number of weeks the guild has remained active.
Levels open new options to grow the guildhall, unlock systems, and grant perks to members. All systems and perks have a monthly maintenance fee.
ZONES
A guild is the smallest type of group that can own land via a Land Claim. This opens up the potential to build a town or use it for farmland.
A guild that builds a town may eventually evolve into a faction. Whether or not there is an intent to build a faction, it’s best to plan for that potential outcome and not claim land too close to other factions.
¤ Message Log
   GABE   





  Fine  





  You want to know what guild I’m going to create? I’m going to make a guild for mounts.  





  We’ll find every exotic animal and tame them into mounts. Land, water, and air, big and small, common to rare.  





  It’ll be an awesome business guild.  





   JOHN   


  I’ll give you a calendar for a mount.  


   GABE   





  Cogs, that sounds like a terrible trade.  





   JOHN   


  Time will tell.  


   GABE   





  Time lords. . . .  





This concludes the Guild guide. There are other guides you should read to better enjoy your time in Eternal Fantasy Online. Below is a simple index of subjects that players found interesting.
NAVIGATION
Groups
» Faction
» Raid
» Party
Familiar
» Mounts
» Pets
» Nauflings
» Taming
Land
» Land Claim
» How to Farm
» Wilds
How helpful was this page?
[Smile / Frown / Cry / Rage]
NuReality appreciates your feedback.





How to Farm Guide
DOCUMENTATION
You are reading the How to Farm guide. In this guide, you will learn how to claim a Wild Farm, where to get seeds, how to plant seeds, potential problems with crops, harvesting, and more.
¤ Messages
   GABE   





  I can’t imagine anyone wanting to be a farmer in the next life. Just about everyone who would want to has died.  





   JOHN   


  Just check the information.  


   GABE   





  You think I’m wrong?  





   JOHN   


  I just don’t want to think about it. My aunt worked in agriculture.  


   GABE   





  Oh, I’m sorry for your loss, man.  





FARM VS. GARDEN
A farm is a dedicated piece of land set aside to grow produce. They cannot be created at any given location—see Restricted Locations—unless a Land Claim is used or a Zone’s owner designates a piece of land for farming.
Please note that it can be very difficult to reclassify a Zone’s designated spaces if those spaces are now owned by other players. Be sure to keep this in mind if you wish to acquire your own Zone.
A garden, on the other hand, can be created within a residential area or business area. Do note that even if the same seeds are planted, plants in a garden do not grow nearly as fast as they do on a farm. There are also some limitations on what will grow. Select the seed for more information.
RESTRICTED LOCATIONS
The first thing to know about farms is that there are limited locations where farms can be developed. This ensures farms are spread out across the Lands and don’t disrupt the ecological balance.
Farms cannot be built within 3,000 feet of any faction. They either must be cultivated from an existing Wild Farm or have a Zone owner designate an area for farming, which must accommodate the farm’s size requirement.
Land Claims can be used to create a farm but cannot be placed within 3,000 feet of other claimed territories.
WILD FARM
Every Land has designated farm locations, even Lands that wouldn’t typically be used for such things, such as underwater Lands, ice-covered Lands, or volcanic Lands.
Special plants can grow in these adverse conditions, presenting new challenges for the experienced farmer.
Anyone can claim a Wild Farm. To do so, enter the farm, trigger an Information Box, and request to be the owner. Others, including monster tribes, may attempt to take over your farm, so be sure to protect it!
WHERE ARE THE SEEDS?
Seeds can be found from chests, mobs, and overgrown plants in the Wilds. Any produce—often produce close to its expiration, noted by current durability—can be reduced to its seed form.
Seeds do not have durability and thus do not expire. Each type of produce will yield a different amount of seeds.
Not all players are farmers. They will come across seeds in their normal adventures and trade them at the market, making the general market a great place to find seeds, especially higher rarity seeds that may be used to grow more expensive crops.
HOW TO PLANT SEEDS
Unlike the real world, seeds are planted using your game screen. Summon an Information Box for a plot of land and select the seed type you wish to use. The System will tell you how many seeds are necessary to fill the plot size you have selected.
Do note that different seed types cannot be mixed. If you do not have enough of the specified type of seed, the selected plot will simply not be fully utilized.
To grow other crops, create additional plots within the designated farmland. It is ideal to grow a diverse selection of plants and rotate the crops to prevent potential problems.
CROP REQUIREMENTS
All crops have their unique requirements. If these requirements are not met, yields may be affected, or there may be no produce.
Such requirements include water, sunshine, soil type, spacing, crop rotation, enclosures and supports, and climate.
By selecting the seed you wish to grow, this information may be available depending on your farming level and the seed’s rarity and rank. Of course, this information may be purchased from others to jumpstart your farming efforts.
CROP PROBLEMS
There is no rest for the farmer. Even if all of a crop’s requirements are met, there may be problems that affect your yield: weeds, pests, monsters, other players, and inclement weather.
The larger your farm, the more attractive it is to others. Beginner farms—identified as level 2 or lower—are immune to pests, monsters, and thieves. Growing your farm beyond the beginner level introduces more problems, but this is offset by the ability to generate more profit.
Be warned that growing too much of a single type of vegetable or fruit may generate resource guardians. While a resource guardian helps fight off pests, monsters, and other players, they are not your friends and will need to be dealt with before harvesting.
HARVESTING
All crops have an ideal time to be harvested. To harvest a crop, simply summon an Information Box for the intended crop, and select Harvest.
If the crop is not harvested before its harvest window closes, the crop will go to seed, drastically reducing yield. Of course, if you intend to create seeds, this is a more effective way than converting produce to seeds.
¤ Messages
   GABE   





  Reading this just makes me hungry. The next world is going to have an abundance of food. I’ll eat myself cogging sick every day.  





   JOHN   


  Food will be interesting to watch. Same with the economy. We’re about to dump two thousand people into a city with starting money. That’ll be a huge influx of money and a strain on the current demand for resources.  


   GABE   





  It’ll be fine, man  





  You keep saying the developers know what they are doing. But if you’re so concerned, you should submit a ticket.  





   JOHN   


  No, you’re right. I’m sure they have something in place to handle this stuff.  


This concludes the How to Farm guide. There are other guides you should read to better enjoy your time in Eternal Fantasy Online. Below is a simple index of subjects that players found interesting.
NAVIGATION
Economy
» Currency
» Contracts
» Market
» Taxes
Business
» Registration
» Store & Booth
» Black Market
» Reputation
Crafting
» Recipes
» Blueprints
» Durability
How helpful was this page?
[Smile / Frown / Cry / Rage]
NuReality appreciates your feedback.





Part Six







Chapter
Forty-Two
Nine days after Eizel ate a
most delicious steak
E izel, as Aymie Avys—equipped with her stylishly new black Night Wolf cloak and a mask covering her nose and mouth—sprinted across a clearing in the dark forest, dove over her perfectly concealed pit trap, and triggered the first variant of Handspring.
Her Stamina immediately dropped from 54/76 to 49, and her body moved on its own, catching her weight on outstretched hands and arching forward into a twist. She landed and bounced on the balls of her feet, facing the direction she had come.
The not-so-friendly Night Wolf that didn’t understand that no meant no, crashed through the wicker of her trap, clawed madly at the sharp edge, then fell backward.
It yelped once and died.
Simple as that.
Had it not been simple-as-that, she was prepared—mostly—to kick it in the snout. But the lucky stars were on her side tonight. She wouldn’t get icky slobber all over her foot.
Izaak was a terrible businessman. He gave her all of his level-1 trap Blueprints for nothing in return. Perhaps it was because she had died to all of his traps, and he felt indebted to her.
Or perhaps he . . . liked her?
That was an uncomfortable thought.
He didn’t even know her real name. But then . . . that made it feel different. He wasn’t after the Oqerton name. He liked—if that was even the case, and it probably wasn’t—Aymie Avys.
The last name was something she added later. Just going by a first name would be suspicious.
Her philology lessons came in handy, and she only changed the “i” in avis to a “y” because it looked pretty.
It meant bird.
She chose it because Aymie was free like a bird, while Eizel had a long line of constant worries that would give anyone ulcers. Fortunately, such things didn’t exist in this world.
She peered into the pit where the Night Wolf had fallen onto the spikes. A vertical stack of five blocks hovered over it, the topmost one flashing and turning, counting down the seconds before the wolf would disperse to pixels and drop its loot sack.
This, of course, could be expedited by skinning the wolf, which presented the only problem with using a pit trap. But it was the most consistent trap, relatively cheap to make, and worked as a defense just as well as an offense.
She dropped into the pit and grabbed the edge before one of the spikes could run her through like last time. That was a memory to forget. . . .
With her free hand, she tapped the wolf, and a dialog screen opened.
¤ Process Resource
» How would you like to process Night Wolf?
× Loot (Do not process)
× Skin [Skinning · Lvl. 1]
× Debone [Deboning · Lvl. 1]
She pressed and held her finger to the Skin option. A circle timer appeared, then a growing wedge indicated the time it’d take to complete the process. For a low-level Night Wolf, that was about fifteen seconds.
A burst of translucent rainbow cubes poured out of the wolf, merging with her and granting +60xp to her Skinning skill. And since the Night Wolf was level 4, it granted another +40xp to her Trapper skill.
The wolf dissolved into dark gray pixels, leaving behind a levitating sack, cinched at the top.
¤ Loot
» 1× Night Wolf Pelt
» 8× Night Wolf Meat
» 6 chyps
Ooh! That was a great deal more meat than normal. The lucky stars really were on her side tonight, at least for loot.
She swiped the items into her inventory, pulled herself out of the pit, and summoned her game screen. Eizel-mini, wearing her own black cloak, grinned, ready to be of service.
“There’s nothing here,” Eizel said to the helper.
After nearly a week—nine days, to be precise—she had continued to fail and fail and fail to find her parents, marking off each section of the Wilds she had searched.
The only settlements she had found belonged to the frog-like monsters called Guntheks. And just to be sure—Always verify with your own eyes, her father once told her—she died eight times checking each of their buildings constructed of dried mud.
Well . . . the outsides were made of dried mud. The insides—illuminated by glowing green crystals—contained pools of murky water.
One frog-monster, a smaller Gunthek apparently bathing in the mud, turned a saturated red as if blushing from the intrusion of its privacy. It croaked up a storm and flung toxic mud that burned.
This served as an unnecessary reminder that frogs were not friends. They were rude, they stunk, and they had no honor!
Eizel shook her head. She would persevere. This Land was massive. There were plenty of places her parents and all the other missing people could be.
She drew a red line along the black section of map that indicated unexplored territory. There were sixteen matching red sections, all with large Xs drawn through them.
Right. “Where to next?” she asked the Wilds, panning the map.
Eizel-mini pinched her chin in thought, then a blue outline appeared in an unexplored area, two sections away.
That was new. The little helper had never offered suggestions before. Then again, Eizel had never asked, even if this time it was rhetorical.
“What’s over there?” Eizel asked.
Eizel-mini smiled excitedly. She opened her mouth to say something, then shrugged.
That was about the best she did. The tiny avatars never said anything, but they did provide text bubbles from time to time.
Well . . . it was as good as any other place.
Right?





Chapter
Forty-Three
E izel—a responsible trapper, unlike someone she knew—opened the Blueprint system, targeted her pit trap, and deconstructed it.
The benefit of following the Oqertons’ safety guidelines of cleaning up your own mess was the recovery of 50% of the invested resources unless the trap was damaged in some way.
The spikes and wicker turned into brown pixels that rushed into a floating bag. Then the ground at the pit’s bottom lifted until no such pit existed anymore.
¤ Loot
» 13× Stick
» 22× Plant Fiber
She swiped the items into her inventory.
A guiding line appeared, displaying the most convenient way to reach her new destination, and she followed it, acutely aware of the many potential ways she could die.
Nine days was a generous amount of time to acclimate to the dangers in the Wilds. That was what she told the constant nagging sense of fear that wouldn’t leave her alone. And it didn’t matter how many times she died. . . .
Without fear, you’re not living, her father once said. It seemed to be his life’s motto. Those who weren’t constantly pushing against the walls of their comfort zone weren’t living, weren’t progressing toward their goals.
Eizel didn’t quite agree. There was a lot that could be done without stressing herself out. Not all goals needed to be life-changing.
With that thought, as long as fear didn’t paralyze her from acting, it was okay to be afraid. Courage didn’t exist without fear. Huh, in that case, she was the most courageous person in the Land!
The guiding line led down a slope. Her bare feet slid on the slick mud that was covered in red leaves.
Things croaked and hooted and buzzed. Plants glowed in the darkness. And the music chimed sleepily.
She climbed over moss-coated rocks to a dirt road: two parallel trails with fervent foliage growing between them. Some of the Guntheks, she had found, moved resources between their bases, pulling crudely built carts.
At this time of night, however, most of the Guntheks were safely behind their spiked walls and mud-splotched buildings. The only ones to keep an eye out for were their scouts.
A bush covered in Luicon Berries begged her attention. She failed to resist. They tasted like candy! A sweet viscous juice with a hint of watermelon and honeydew mixed together.
Instead of picking each berry individually—though that was an option—she simply tapped the bush as if it were a bag and swiped all 16 of them into her inventory.
Being out this far from the city had its benefits. The disadvantage, regrettably, was how very long it took to get here. If there were more waypoints, she had failed to find them.
A panting noise of what could only be a Night Wolf sent her tiptoeing in the opposite direction. Pulling a monster’s aggro without a trap had never ended well for her, especially Night Wolves, which were far faster than their Day Wolf counterparts.
The ground, all around, sloped gently in the same direction. The stones were no longer round or oblong. They were square or rectangular, some with curious-looking symbols etched into their sides, most covered in cracks and forest debris.
This is . . . new.
What did Eizel-mini know?
If this amounted to anything, the little avatar was getting a promotion! Eizel would even design her helper a unique dress for the occasion, not that she needed a reason to design anything new.
A rush of excitement, an electric buzz, filled her chest, sparking with anticipation. Anything new could evolve into the solution she had been searching for all these days.
She continued, brushing the hanging vines away and stepping over gnarled roots that had broken the stones in more than a few places.
Something hummed. It was a continuous sound, not from a person or monster. This hum vibrated in her chest. It seeped out from the ground, making her toes tingle.
At the last step, the guiding line faded. She had reached her destination.
It was a . . . perfectly flat circle about thirty feet across, covered in the discarded leaves of giant trees surrounding it.
Carefully, silently, and infinitely attentive to every detail, she crept forward. The leaves that crunched beneath her feet was the only sound she made.
A gust of wind swirled around her, picking up the leaves in perfect rings, uncovering more arcane symbols. The humming grew as she progressed. And at the precise moment that she stepped to the center, stones started grinding.
Blocks as big as she was, lifted from the ground, each with symbols now glowing blue. The air distorted around them, pulsing, bending the dim luminescence that made up the night.
She waited for a dozen beats of her excited heart, then tentatively reached out to the closest block.
There seemed to be a force pushing against her hand, but it didn’t stop her from touching it.
And when she did, everything changed.





Chapter
Forty-Four
E izel jumped back, sucking in a frightened gasp. The stone blocks—hovering around her—surged toward the block she had touched, crashing and crumbling.
One slammed against her back, dealing 118 damage and sending her sprawling across the leafy surface, now covered in holes.
She nearly toppled into one of them. Her fingers caught the edges, her hair spilling forward toward an inky black slime at the bottom that oozed up the walls.
It had a repugnant stench, a damp exhalation from something that had long been deceased. The miasma coming off it invaded her mouth, making her gag.
A skeletal hand and arm and body burst up from the icky black. The monster seized her by the neck!
She tried to push away!
Her mind was a jumble of panic as she stared down at the red glowing embers of its eyes socketed in charred bone.
It grabbed her hair with its other muck-covered hand, tearing chunks free as it ascended from its hole and . . . bit her cheek!
She yelped and shoved her hands against its slick ribs, breaking one. Despite being a skeleton, it had a beating black heart.
The force of her reaction dislodged its teeth from her cheek, but then it bit her neck, collarbone, and shoulder, chomping excitedly.
She thrust her hand into its ribcage and grabbed for its heart, suspecting it was its weak point. The fleshy thing in an otherwise dead cage thrashed coldly against her hand.
She dug her fingers into it desperately.
The skeleton stopped biting and now mimicked her earlier reaction, shoving its boney hands against her chest in an attempt to escape.
Deep down, there was a burning desire to kill this thing that should already be dead. This sensation urged her to fight, to kill, to give no mercy.
She ground her teeth. Damage numbers streamed up from where her nails sunk ever deeper into the monster’s black heart.
Before it could die, a giant foot slammed the ground, making the wide platform shake. It frightened the other skeletal heads that were poking out from their respective holes.
This new intruder was a colossal stone statue assembled from those once-floating blocks, their symbols still glowing blue.
A . . . golem?
It roared a deep and tumultuous sound that forced her to let go of the squirming skeleton and cover her ears.
Then a stone club half a dozen times larger than her collided with the spot where she sat, paralyzed to do anything but watch herself explode into shards of light and ascend to the Celestial Plane.
    
Eizel bolted upright within the cemetery and sucked in a breath. She hadn’t died that horrendously for a while now, and it left her shaking, arms wrapping her chest, blinking back tears.
What in all the stars was that?
Once her heart settled a few minutes later, she opened her game screen to her map. Eizel-mini smiled and waved, unaffected by the horrid event.
Unlike all the other places Eizel had explored—including the Gunthek villages—this one now had a white question mark hovering near her red skull.
She tapped the icon, and a label appeared.
¤ Map
» Unidentified point of interest.
Cogs. . . .
She didn’t summon an Information Box for the point of interest. She didn’t know it was a point of interest! But it seemed like something important, something worth returning to, not that she particularly wanted to return. . . .
She slapped her cheeks.
Don’t be a coward.
It was just before 5:00 a.m. The night’s scent was changing to that of early morning, with dew clinging to the willow tree’s leaves and the petals of the many flowers that grew in the cemetery.
A school of Timberwood Spiritfish swam through the air in greeting. In some odd way, they seemed to care if she was okay. And she told them the same thing every time. “I’m not giving up.”
They bobbed up and down as if they understood and floated away to find someone else needing moral support.
Time was ticking away.
Always ticking.
If the mysterious point of interest could help her find her parents, she had to know. And there was just enough time to get out there again before her big reveal today.
But thinking about that made her anxious.
Eizel hastily left the cemetery. It took roughly seven minutes of brisk walking to get back to her family’s manor and deposit her items.
Izaak had imparted certain rules for foraging, the most notable being to never enter the Wilds with something worth losing.
Death carried the price of durability damage. Merchants are stingy cogs! he had said.
Lower durability, lower profits.
She followed the abundantly familiar path to the west gate. The streets had a scant few people about, enjoying the peaceful period before the city truly woke while also doing their best to ignore beggars that slept in the alleyways.
Waiting for charity had to be miserable. But perhaps that was the point? They seemed to want to be punished as if they didn’t deserve to survive. Or they simply had no Stamina and no desire to figure out their place in this new world.
She didn’t understand.
A new world brought new opportunities. And wouldn’t their departed family and friends want them to be happy?
Everyone grieves in their own way, her father had said at the colony funeral after the terrorist attack. People were drinking and laughing. Others were sobbing and despondent.
She forced the memory away.
The orange-haired Lumarian guard grinned at her as she approached. “Good morning, Shade.”
“Pumpkin,” she replied, which made the odd man laugh. If he could come up with nicknames, so could she.
His reaction almost got an outward smile from her—hidden behind her mask as it were—but she kept it on the inside, then remembered that he was just code, which soured the entire thing.
The blue gems in the waypoint stone arranged in the symbol of a sun glowed softly, humming with an odd sense of power similar to the unidentified point of interest. She stepped on it, turned, and froze.
That guy . . . the one who had tried to give her a gempiece in what felt like forever ago, was walking up to her waypoint, wearing his default brown shorts and shirt.
He had blond hair, those striking gray eyes, and a sense of confidence that no one should feel while wearing the System’s most basic clothing. But it didn’t seem to matter to him.
Then the little brain cells in her head reminded her that he wanted to ask her out. If anyone could identify her by the uncovered strip that revealed her eyes, he just might be able to.
She hastily selected the waypoint that Eizel-mini was pointing at and tapped the Accept button on the subsequent dialog screen.
The world inhaled all at once. The dim early morning colors elongated around her. And, in the span of a breath, she reappeared in the forest.
Without checking for danger—at this part of the forest, there was nothing she couldn’t run from—she triggered Sprint and ran to the largest tree between the two main paths, expertly avoiding all of Izaak’s irksome traps.
Triggering Sprint’s second variant paused the effect. She waited behind the tree, breathing quietly through her nose, watching the waypoint, curious where the guy would go.
He did say something about dungeons. She still actively avoided them. The things people have said about the dungeons made her think about the golem and muck-covered skeletons.
To knowingly put himself into those situations, he had to be incredibly brave, especially while equipped with nothing more than the defaults.
After waiting five whole minutes, she let out a breath. Did he just decide not to use the waypoint stone? Did he forget something?
Or. . . .
Realization tingled at the back of her mind. It was rather evident when she paused to give it thought. He had discovered another waypoint.
She laughed. Of course he had, which just made him all the more interesting.
Interesting?
No, not interesting. She wasn’t interested in the market Runner or whatever he was.
Nope. She was just . . . delaying her return to the unidentified point of interest.
Yes, that was it.





Chapter
Forty-Five
E izel woke in the cemetery again. She didn’t even identify the point of interest. The whole area was swarming with black-heart skeletons, filling her with a sense of dread.
The golem did its best to bash their bony bodies into bursts of pixels. But it didn’t matter. Every time it killed one, another would climb out from the holes in the circular platform.
She tried to summon an Information Box from afar, but it didn’t work. She needed to be closer. And when she tried to get closer, all the skeletons attacked. It was just as horrifying as the last time.
Had she started some sort of event?
Seemingly, in answer to that question, a chime notified her of a new message. New messages automatically set off her anxiety, making her chest feel heavy and requiring deep breaths to recover.
At some increasingly likely point in the future, she’d get a message that her secret was out and all of her fears were made real.
She steeled herself, bit her lower lip, and opened her game screen. Eizel-mini was pointing to a new message, which had a large exclamation point enclosed by a triangle.
Her heart skipped a beat, and she let out a shaky breath. The sender, however, wasn’t named. It was a System update. . . .
¤ System Update [0.1.13]
» Dear inhabitants of Roya, due to food prices increasing by 400%, a World Event has occurred to help rectify the problem.
·
» Until food prices drop below 100% inflation, the following changes are effective as of 4.7.6.312: foraging yield increased by 100%, fishing yield increased by 70%, farm and garden yields increased by 50%.
·
» In addition to increased yields, System fees on farms have been waived. Wild Farms—claimable farming land outside of registered zones—have been doubled and contain 20% more produce.
·
» All loot chests in the Wilds, dungeons, and raids guarantee at least one food item with full durability at the time of acquisition.
·
» All Standard rarity baking, cooking, and food preparation skills have been unlocked for all inhabitants. Required ingredients have either been halved or the yields doubled.
It now made perfect sense why the Night Wolf dropped 8 meat. This was fantastic news for the city! And . . . regretfully, not fantastic news for her.
She had been greedily holding onto her food for the last few days, only selling what she needed to buy materials. This announcement would effectively reduce the value of her goods. Saving food—just in case—no longer made financial sense.
Her stomach grunted its disapproval. It certainly didn’t want to return to those weeks of starvation.
But that wouldn’t happen. The Land was equally filled with food as it was danger. And she was getting pretty proficient at avoiding the dangers, only dying . . . well, still too many times.
In any case, today was her big day. She might not even need the money from food sales anymore. But her father had always said, Plan for the worst.
If this new business venture didn’t work, she’d need every coin she could find. With some lucky stars on her side, perhaps she’d catch a merchant unaware.
    
The market bustled with activity, lively music playing in the background. Sunlight revealed the bright colors of booth canopies and giant pillows left out for the Runners to help restore their Stamina.
“That’s half the price!” Eizel said, incredulous, her voice slightly muffled through her black mask.
People glanced at her. Yes, she looked ridiculous. But her odd appearance kept her identity secret, which was all that mattered.
This was the fourth merchant she had tried. The System announcement promised more food, which would increase supply to match demand. But the resulting effect was that none of the merchants wanted to be caught with overpriced goods even if the influx of food had yet to arrive.
It made perfect sense, of course. She expected it but hadn’t expected such a sharp decline in value so quickly. It was less the result of supply and demand and more the result of uncertainty.
Markets did not like uncertainty.
She left the merchant and navigated through the throngs of people gawking at everything from food to furniture. A hawker shouted his latest supply of bubblegum, while another tried to sell water-monster repellent for fishermen.
“I’m a dungeon runner!” squeaked a little boy with blond hair, a pink nose, and default clothing. He sprinted past a booth selling cookies and flowers to support an orphanage.
A young lady—not much older than Eizel—with braided brunette hair and fair skin grabbed the little boy and told him he had to behave. “Want me to tell Entin you weren’t helping?”
“I help. I protect from monsters!”
“There are no monsters here,” the woman said, then reconsidered, adding, “only cookie monsters.” She tickled his sides, and he laughed.
Seeing other orphans like this hurt. Eizel understood what they felt, except her parents weren’t really gone, unlike theirs.
She summoned a stack of 10 chyps and left them on the table. It wasn’t much, but with her debts as they were, she really shouldn’t give anything away.
Farther into the market, sizzling meat caught her attention. Her Satiated value was nearly topped off, but the scent made her lick her lips.
She wasn’t the only one.
The merchant’s table had four campfires built on thick stone slabs. Instead of simply using them as a heat source for the Crafting system, he actually cooked the meat in front of everyone.
The middle-aged man had olive-colored skin and thick black hair. His forearms were as big as his bulging biceps.
His game screen burst into black and red pixels, and he dropped a new slab of meat onto a skillet. It immediately made a loud searing noise. The fire blazed up around the pan, sparks twirling around woodsmoke.
He pinched some sort of seasoning from bowls and sprinkled it on generously. “Ren!” he shouted, then stabbed a long-tined fork into a different slab, summoned a plate with steaming vegetables covering one side, and handed the completed meal to a young man. “Thank you kindly for your business, sir. Enjoy!”
It wasn’t the most typical breakfast, but perhaps Ren had been out all night like her. Ending a night of adventure with a personally prepared steak sounded quite appealing.
“What’cha be having?” the chef asked Eizel and shook a skillet.
Somehow, she had moved up to the very front, her feet doing the work without permission. “I . . . am a hunter?” she said, sounding unconvinced.
He glanced up and arched an eyebrow. “Can’t say you look the part, miss. But I’m no judge; I’m a chef. If you’re not ordering, step aside. Next!”
An old guy pushed forward and ordered a medium rare steak with mashed potatoes. He said something about how the Crafting system was nothing as good as the chef. The chef grinned and thanked the man.
“I have meat for sale,” Eizel tried again.
“Lady, I don’t buy rat meat,” the chef said.
She frowned, which had no effect, given her mask. What a condescending cog! “I’m not selling rat meat. But if you prefer overpaying the middleman to acquire your ingredients, go right ahead.”
She whipped around, irked at how terribly she handled that. Bartering was a game of logic and counteroffers, not emotional outbursts. Her father would not be impressed.
The more time she spent as Aymie, the less refined she became. Part of her liked it. The rest of her just wanted her parents back.
“Hey hey, wait,” he called from behind. “What’cha got?”
She glanced back, not entirely sure she wanted to sell her growing supply of food anymore. Then again, it’d probably run out of durability by the time she could eat it all, not that she wanted to eat steak for every meal.
That thought settled it. She needed to sell, especially now, since waiting would likely reduce her profits even more.
She stepped up to his booth again and crossed her arms. “Two stacks of Night Wolf meat.”
“Night Wolf? You’re kidding me, right?”
“No. Why?”
He laughed. “It’s just not common, especially for a . . .”
“. . . girl?” she asked, not hiding the edge in her voice. She never realized just how poorly all those missing a Y chromosome had it. As a Founder family member, most people treated her with respect. Her biggest problem was her air-headed suitors.
He speared one of the steaks, summoned another plate, and handed it to a customer. “Sure. Let’s go with that. Shouldn’t you be making sandwiches or something?”
She glared and turned.
He laughed. “Hey hey hey, come back. Look, in my defense, you said it. My wife is cogging brutal. She forces me to make all the sandwiches. Yeah?
“Anyway, I was going to say a hunter without armor or pants or shoes,” he said, pointing at her chest, legs, and feet. “Do you even have a weapon? Forgive me if I wasn’t expecting you to kill Night Wolves of all monsters.”
She drew in a slow breath. Why was she being so touchy? Nerves, shrinking hope, anxiety, the ticking time bomb that was her life? It was all pressing in on her, and every new section of the Land she explored without finding her parents only made it worse.
Her thoughts danced over the unidentified point of interest. It had to be part of the answer. But if it was, she was clueless as to how she’d unwrap its mysteries without dying a centillion times.
“How I get the meat,” she said, wrangling her harried emotions, “doesn’t matter. Do you want it or not?”





Chapter
Forty-Six
A n hour later—and 7 scyl richer—Eizel stepped back into the market, drawing eyes as she walked. Most people wore common clothing or the default brown shorts and shirt.
She was not like most people.
In a crowd of muddy colors that blended together like mixing all the paints on a pallet, turning them into an uninspired brown, she wore a white dress that hugged her form.
It artfully revealed her shoulders, a tasteful bit of cleavage, and midriff. The pleated bottom fabric ran to her ankles, just above a set of glossy white high heels.
She wore her hair up in an asymmetric chignon, which pulled her brunette hair into the shape of a flower at the back right of her head, leaving only her bangs to hang forward.
The seams of her dress had a slightly blue hue and sparkled in the sunlight. It had the very effect she had hoped for: stunned gazes.
The point of a well-designed dress was to pull attention, to advertise the wearer. She, no doubt, succeeded at that.
Eizel’s shoes tapped the flagstones as she walked, signaling the almost three dozen girls of her arrival. She had made them wait for this day, purposely using time and little dropped hints to heighten anticipation.
They were practically salivating.
“Fashionably late, as always,” Kiena Starworth said. The girl had shown up to the last few meetings prepared for war, eager to not lose any ground she had gained in the previous week.
But when Eizel only showered the girl with public praise and support, Kiena’s quips lacked punch and made her look desperate, fighting a fight without an opponent.
“Today’s my big reveal,” Eizel said. “I didn’t want to overshadow anything you might have prepared.”
“Stars, Eizel, you’re so considerate. Rumor has it that you have a gift for everyone. Is that true?”
Eizel nearly laughed. Repeating the same tactics would not have the same effect. The fact that Kiena was trying it again meant she was ill-prepared.
“A gift?” Eizel asked, and all the girls perked up the same way they perked up every meeting, their hands out, excited to take, take, take like all the starving beggars at the sides of the streets.
She paused the perfect length of time to ensure everyone’s attention was on her. “Yes. You can call it that. Today, I launch my new business.”
Kiena chewed her bottom lip.
Eizel smiled, the coiled spring of anxiety in her stomach easing. “Instead of designing clothes for everyone, I now design exclusively to the needs of my clients. Over the last week, I have designed each of you a dress that uniquely captures your best features.
“Regrettably, unlike Kiena, I must run my new business without the financial backing of my family. My father believes that a business must succeed on its own merits.”
“You’re not giving us a free dress?” Kiena asked, a grin forming on her delicate face as if she had won the battle.
“What’s the value of free,” Eizel said, having practiced the line many times in the mirror, “when it comes at the cost of monotony?
“I have removed all of my clothes from the stores. To wear my designs is to know you are unique, you are special, you are beautiful, and no one can replace you.”
“Then . . . what’s the gift?” Kiena asked, brows lightly crinkled.
“When I saw all of you at the Aurora Conventus, you lacked that spark of individuality. My gift is the opportunity to wear something that will make you stand out. My gift is for you to secure my services before I offer them to someone else.
“To see the dress I designed for you costs one scyl, contributing to the full cost of ten scyl should you wish to buy it. Future designs will be fifteen scyl but are open to your input and feedback.”
Ruby Thentosh jumped forward. The fourteen-year-old with red hair and umber skin said, “I want to see my dress!”
Kiena gently took the girl’s shoulder and stepped to the front. Moments ago, she had a blank expression teetering toward unattractive as she grasped the implicit negative remarks. Her clothes were too similar, which made them unappealing.
But now she seemed to recognize that the two of them were no longer competing for the same customers. Two different markets. Sure, she might lose the wealthiest girls as walking advertisements, but without the competition, she could increase her prices and start generating a profit.
There was an unspoken agreement there, and she smiled. Her game screen appeared, and she withdrew a single silver scyl with a purple triangle at the center.
This was precisely what Eizel had expected. She spent a lot more time designing Kiena’s dress than any other, recognizing the girl would want to be first as a power move.
Eizel summoned a premade contract and handed it over. “Place your deposit on the contract and tap Accept. Once you do, the dress will appear in your inventory. It’ll return to me after twenty minutes if you decide not to buy it.
“But if you do buy it,” she said to Kiena and the others, “then you’ll receive a locked Blueprint, which prevents anyone from duplicating it. This ensures the dress retains its value in case you wish to sell it later.”
Kiena took the contract and dropped her scyl onto it. The coin melted into the paper, and she tapped a new dialogue screen, evidently agreeing to the terms.
The contract rolled up and shot into Eizel’s chest as a stream of pixels, bringing with it the scyl.
Kiena’s clothes shifted, crumbling to pixels of black and green, then reformed into a new dress. It matched the previous colors but looked nothing like what Dorian Dubois would have designed.
It started with a black halter neck, covering her front but leaving her back and shoulders bare. This dropped to a handkerchief hem dress, revealing emerald roses on black. It ended just above her knees to show off her slender legs.
Unlike the other dresses they had designed, this one came with black T-bar high-heel shoes, the ankle cross support matching the emerald green.
The girls let out a chorus of approval, which made Kiena smile and spin. Then everyone lined up to sign their contract.





Chapter
Forty-Seven
I t worked!
Every girl—no doubt curious—paid to see their specially designed dress. And, keeping to Eizel’s promise, no two were alike.
She had spent every daylight hour she wasn’t sleeping designing the dresses, using any nugget of data she could find on her respective audience.
Night time, of course, was reserved for searching the Wilds. It was much easier to sneak out at night, and the resources were much more plentiful, resources she had used to earn money for materials.
But Marley, the owner of Marley’s Fabrics, was cut out of these deals. Eizel didn’t have the money to pay her debts and buy what she needed. She also didn’t have any more excuses to give.
Instead, she wrote letters to placate the woman, promising a high-interest rate on the amount owed once funds could be freed.
Funds had most certainly been freed.
Thirteen of the girls bought their dresses, including Kiena. The act seemed to say they should call a truce—Eizel wholeheartedly agreed—or perhaps Kiena just really liked the dress. With her, it was hard to say.
Eight more of the girls had to return home to get the funds. The rest were on the fence. Ten scyl was not an insignificant amount of money, especially for one outfit.
But Eizel understood she wouldn’t sell every dress. Her prices were purposely high to account for this. One day, she’d have her own store to sell her extra dresses and outfits.
She had 1 gyl, 32 scyl, and 19 chyps. It was more money than she had ever seen in this world. And now, it was time to pay off debts.
After changing back into a reasonable outfit—she loved her dress, but such a design should be reserved for special occasions—she made her way to Marley’s store.
The outside of it had large bushes growing out of broken windows. The door decidedly didn’t want to open. But Eizel wasn’t the frail girl she was a week ago. She wrenched the thing nearly off its hinges, snapping vines in the process.
“We’re closed,” Marley said in a frustrated voice from somewhere inside the indoor forest. “Please come back tomorrow. Or no. Make that two days. Can you close the door?” She said something about what the outside must look like, then sighed.
Eizel stepped inside and pulled the door shut. Trees grew from the floorboards. The music had even changed to an adventurous tune, as if the game thought this little shop was part of the Wilds.
“Marley?” Eizel called, pushing through branches, shoes stomping on the lime-green grass. It was truly strange.
A month ago, she would have been afraid of entering. What if monsters were in here? But death had practically become as natural as breathing. Besides, if there were monsters in here, Marley could likely use the help.
The rustle of branches signaled the woman’s location, and she appeared a moment later, eyes wide and sad.
“Are you okay?” Eizel asked, immediately concerned. Of course Marley wasn’t okay!
This store meant a lot to her, and she had some very bad customers, not to mention the forest. It seemed to be growing, noticeable by how the tree branches glided upward as the treetops continued to pierce the ceiling.
Marley grabbed Eizel’s hands and blinked back tears. “I . . . my baby girl, I am so sorry.”
“W-why?”
“I went to see Idrielle, and . . .”
She knew.
That demon’s grip of anxiety seized Eizel’s stomach. She nearly doubled over. “D-don’t tell anyone. Please.”
“You’ve been alone this whole time?”
“If anyone finds out, we’ll lose everything.”
“Eizel . . .”
“Please!”
Marley smiled and wiped a tear away from Eizel’s cheek. “I’d never do anything to hurt you. You know that. I’m just so sorry to learn about your parents.”
“They’re not dead.”
“They . . . Eizel, they aren’t the only ones missing. We always knew ten percent of those digitized wouldn’t make it.”
“They’re not dead!”
“O-of course they’re not, honey.”
A silence fell between them. Eizel wiped her eyes and cheeks, then sniffed. She very well knew when someone was only telling her what she wanted to hear. But she knew that her parents weren’t gone. She just did!
Desperate to change the topic, she motioned to the forest. “W-what happened here?”
“This?” Marley said with a frown. “This is what you get when you get what you want. I wanted my cute Tieks to make babies. Little did I know that such an event reclassifies the location to a more hospitable environment: a forest!
“I’ve read all the guides on Nauflings and breeding, but none of them mentioned this potential outcome. Evidently, to reclaim my store, I need to cut down all the trees.”
“Well,” Eizel said, rolling up her sleeves, “looks like you could use a little help.”
    
Eizel spent the rest of the day at Marley’s Fabrics cutting, chopping, pulling, and everything else in relation to fighting the onslaught of nature.
By the end of it, she was covered in sweat, dirt, and sap. But one of the splendid benefits of living in a digital world was how it automatically cleaned up its denizens, turning the grime into fading pixels.
It was nice to make someone else’s life better for once. She had focused so much on her goals that the needs of everyone else just blurred into the background until she could use those needs for her own gain, such as the farm to hide her secrets.
Before she left, she paid back her 67 scyl and added 10 more for interest. Marley, of course, refused. But Eizel refused the woman’s refusal. The store needed money. They both knew it.
The sun drifted low, far out beyond the west side of the Land, dipping into the Low Plane of existence, an eternal ocean. A deep orange-red warned everyone of the approaching nightfall.
She needed to return to that mysterious place in the Wilds, but her Max Stamina had dropped to a very low 9, promising that if she didn’t sleep, she’d pass out. Normally, she slept between social obligations. Alas, not today.
Given how she reacted in the market with the chef, it was clear the pressure was getting to her. Having a friend know her secret, a friend that—for reasons beyond reason—she had foolishly thought would turn her in to the government, took some of that pressure off.
She turned the corner and followed the cobbled road up to her family’s manor. The stretch of land beyond it had fields of plants quickly growing. Silhouettes of people walked between plots, their game screens hovering out in front.
Eizel smiled. Even if she benefited from giving away the land, that didn’t mean it wasn’t helpful. This, combined with the System update, would solve a lot of the food problems.
She walked up to the manor’s door and stopped. Pressed into the gap between the door and frame was an envelope. She tapped it.
¤ Envelope [Ian Fional]
» This message is intended for Quin Oqerton. No lock is present. If you are not Quin Oqerton, please do not open.
× Open
× Deposit
Just when she was starting to feel decent, her chest filled with a nest of angry bees. She pinched her eyes shut for three seconds, then tapped the Open option.
¤ Envelope [Ian Fional]
Dear Quin,
I regret having to send you a formal letter. Why are you making me be formal? You know how I feel about these things. But it has been a month, and you have failed to visit.
I know. I’m a busy man; you’re a busy man. This world is new, and everyone is still adapting. But I think it has been long enough.
I’ve cleared my schedule for the last day of the month, 16:00. We have important things to discuss. And, of course, not-so-important things, too.
If you don’t show up, by the Maker, I’ll send a small army to your front door like when you turned 40. Remember that? Those were the good old days when everyone wasn’t so serious.
Sincerely,
Your friend, Ian Fional
High Councilmember of Agriculture
Eizel leaned against the door and slid down until she was sitting on the doorstep. End of the month? That was only three days away.
Cogs. . . .





Chapter
Forty-Eight
T hree days later, Eizel walked into the Hall of Governance, a grandiose circular building made of polished white marble and divided—not so equally—into eighths. The center of which was a giant golden orb etched with the details of Old Earth, rotating slowly.
Slices of the building went to the seven high councilmembers. The largest slice, of course, was reserved for the speaker, their leader, Oriana Le’Rune.
A staircase spiraled around the central orb, which ran to the Assembly Hall above the main floor. And—per the helpful receptionist—the basement library was freely accessible to the colony’s patricians.
In the three days since receiving Ian Fional’s letter, Eizel did not get a lot done. The entire first day—besides meeting with girls who wanted to buy their dresses—she paced the manor, sick to her stomach.
The most logical thing to do was take the time and spend it out in the Wilds, searching. But it had felt impossible! Every minute she spent out there was wasted to blind hope.
No, what she needed was a solution. And, after much contemplation, she found one.
A very foolish one.
One that had her standing in the Hall of Governance, ready to keep the lie alive.
Eizel Oqerton—currently known as Quin Oqerton—had pushed the limits of the Blueprint system to look like her father: brown hair, trimmed beard, and upright posture.
This was taking the idea of a Fake Skin way beyond expectation, which was the only reason she thought it might work.
In all the records her father kept, she found their home videos of birthdays, holidays, and special events. She watched them, sobbing, feeling more alone than ever.
But in those videos was the hidden information as to how she would succeed in fooling everyone. This was just another challenge needing to be overcome.
Oqertons did not give up.
She practiced how her father walked and talked. He was strong, confident, and fearless. Everything that was him embodied these qualities.
She studied his mannerisms, how he cleared his throat, how he smiled or frowned or contemplated a deal he knew was unfair.
She greeted the mirror dozens of times, practiced shaking hands with her cloak—which was a terrible hand shaker, much too flimsy—and worked on where to look, how to look at something, and when to look away.
It was the accumulation of hundreds of tiny things that made up her father. And she was terrible at all of them. . . .
The rest of her time was spent designing a proper set of father-approved clothing and studying everything she could about the High Councilmember of Agriculture, Ian Fional. Alas, there wasn’t much to study.
And now, she was out of time.
Eizel cleared her throat and nearly captured how her father always did it. But, like everything else, it was off just enough to make her cringe internally.
Elizabeth Dunwork, Ian’s secretary, looked up from her emerald green game screen propped upon her oak desk and smiled. She wore a business suit, had light brown skin, and voluminous blonde ringlet hair.
She stood and stepped around her desk, holding a hand out in greeting. “Mr. Oqerton, it is so very good to see you again!”
“And you, Ms. Dunwork,” Eizel replied, lowering her voice as much as she could and sounding not at all like her father.
Sadly, changing her voice would have cost too much. Getting herself to appear this close to her father had already soaked up most of her dress-selling profits.
And . . . there were other problems. . . .
Ian stepped out from the white double door to his office, a bright grin on his otherwise pale face. He had neatly combed brown hair and featured a cleanly shaved face.
She had expected him to be wearing one of the ridiculous fashion statements the others wore, but perhaps that was only at public functions. Instead, he wore a simple suit.
The man crossed the distance, grabbed Eizel’s hand, and shook it fiercely before embracing her in a hug. “It warms my heart to see you, old friend,” he said, letting go and inspecting her a little too closely. “Say, are you shorter?”
That was one of the other problems. By the time she had gotten the facial features to look as close to their family pictures as possible, her funds had dried up.
“Shorter,” she said in that strained impersonation of her father’s voice, “voice problems, and the Echo.”
“That’s terrible! You should have reached out, Quin. I understand you’re a prideful gent, always have been, but we’re in this together. I know the woman who designed the Blueprint system. She’ll get you fixed up in no time.”
Ian moved behind Eizel and gave her a rough neck massage, digging his thumbs in to the point it would have hurt were this the real world. He hooked an arm around her shoulder and slapped her chest playfully.
She stiffened and fought off the immediate reaction of slapping the man.
Alas, this was the other problem. She didn’t even think about it until she started dressing for the occasion. It was a foregone conclusion that her father didn’t have breasts. . . .
Her only solution was a length of cotton fabric tightly wrapped around her chest. The unexpected benefit of this was how it made it terribly difficult to slouch.
“Have you been working out?” he asked, fondling her chest. “Ahh! You paid off a scanner tech? That’s against the law, you know? But who am I kidding? Everyone who could do it did it. I don’t see the harm. I had them remove a few scars and fill in my bald spot.”
“You look good,” Eizel said and pretended to check, giving her an excuse to step away from the man.
Ian grinned. His teeth were too white and perfect. He probably had those fixed, too. “Liz, reach out to Imaral Joque, and see if she’s available to fix my friend.”
Eizel wanted to say, “That’s not necessary,” but saying anything made her feel like Ian and his secretary would figure out the ruse. She merely thanked them and followed Ian into his office.
It was a needlessly massive room with a second-floor balcony overlooking the grandeur. The entire outer wall comprised large sheets of glass, each slightly angled to account for the curve of the building.
Flowers, hedges, and perfectly manicured lawns stretched out beyond the building. One might wonder why the government couldn’t have turned some of this into farmland. . . .
Ian’s desk sat at the far end of the room. It was nearly twice as large as Elizabeth’s, not that either needed the desk space.
The man glided over fur rugs and patted the back of a leather chair next to a coffee table. He moved around it, sat in the opposing chair, and summoned his silver and gold game screen.
Eizel eased into the chair, resisting the urge to lift her nonexistent skirt and cross her legs at her knees.
So far, so good.
The door opened, and a Lumarian woman with purple hair walked over carrying a silver tray of steaming tea and pastries. She served them while Ian talked about the chaos of this new world and all the tedious meetings he was forced to endure.
“It’s not so bad,” he continued. “I hope I don’t sound like I’m complaining! Change is never easy. But, in truth, it could have been a lot easier if the developers knew what they were doing. That’s all I’m saying.”
It was good that Ian liked the sound of his voice so much, allowing Eizel to nod and hum her agreement at the appropriate times.
Ian laughed. “I half expected no one to show up today, you know? There are rumors that you and your wife had a failed transfer.”
“As is evident,” Eizel said, her vocal cords tingling with the effort to talk in a low voice, “that’s not the case. But I understand the concern. Like you said, the transfer has been nothing but chaos.” She took a sip of the hot tea, welcoming the warmth in her throat.
“Indeed! I’m simply glad the rumors are false.”
“I as well.”
“By the way, your daughter did a splendid job at the last Aurora Conventus. I should have extended my appreciation, but I couldn’t locate her. I hope she’s well.”
“She is,” Eizel said. “What I’ve heard from her mother, Eizel left early to settle her nerves. I think we forget that public speaking, especially for the youths of our society, can be scary.”
“Of course, of course! I threw up during my first speech. Embarrassing, indeed! But look at me now, high councilmember.” He laughed and took a bite of his teacake.
“When we’re young,” he continued after a moment, “we often fixate on every mistake. Grit and determination, that’s all that matters.”
Eizel agreed, using one of her father’s grunts.
“I have to say, my boy, Soren, is smitten by Eizel. If I recall correctly, she turns eighteen soon? I think they would make a lovely couple.”
She nearly rolled her eyes and covered it by taking another sip of her tea. “There’s no need to rush these things, not with our supposed immortality.”
“Right, right you are! But you know boys and how impatient they can be, eager to grow up and be men. It wouldn’t hurt if we nudged them in the right direction, would it?”
“I suppose not,” she said, feeling sick at the thought. “I’ll let my wife handle that. But this is not the same world, Ian. It needs to be her decision.”
“I’d expect nothing less. Now, I wish that my request for you to be here was nothing more than a social call, but with the Oqertons being the next Aurora Conventus host family, I’d like to discuss some important matters.”
Oh . . . cogs. . . .





Chapter
Forty-Nine
E izel left Ian’s office, having put out one fire only to be thrust into another. There was simply no way she could host the next Aurora Conventus!
She didn’t have the money, the staff, or the ability to appear as three separate people at the same time, welcoming guests and performing all the host-family expectations.
Two weeks, less one day. That was all the time she had to find her parents. After that, everything would be taken away.
There was no more time to waste, not even enough time to wait for nightfall before venturing back into the Wilds as Aymie Avys.
She changed into her black cloak and mask, leaving the rest of her inventory in her family’s Stash.
Getting to the waypoint from the Upper West Bench without being seen—her attire not particularly typical—proved challenging, what with people out on public strolls to socialize and enjoy the sunlight.
Once she made it to the busy streets of the city, though, it was a quick walk to the waypoint stones. Lime—the green-haired guard—called his greeting, surprised to see her at this time of day, and she ignored him, not in the mood to play games with fake people.
The only clue she had to the possible whereabouts of her parents was the unidentified point of interest. Eizel-mini helpfully provided a guiding line to the question mark on the map.
Ian was right about one thing, which mirrored her father’s saying about persistence: success came from grit and determination.
Well, she was more determined now than ever.
That determination only wavered a fleeting moment an hour later as she neared the point of interest. Black veins, for lack of a better term, covered the trees and vegetation.
The area looked sick, which did nothing to help ease the sinking feeling that she had unleashed something terrible, triggered some game event that shouldn’t be in the world anymore, not as a living simulator.
Her heart rattled. This was the third time she had ventured out to this point, evading all the many monsters that hunted adventurers as much as adventurers hunted them.
Be . . . determined.
She slapped her cheeks.
There were answers out there. She just had to be brave enough to get them. Funny how thinking of brave summoned an image of that blond guy in his default clothing.
He’d probably laugh at her unease if he was here. He had a fearless confidence like her father. She needed that.
Eizel sucked in a breath and held it. Her parents were waiting for her. She just knew it! And with that thought, she exhaled and triggered Sprint.
She shoved off the leaf-covered ground and ran with all the confidence and determination she needed to succeed. The trees and bushes and mounds of earth blurred to either side.
Clacking bones took notice of the enemy in their territory. They weren’t slow undead things, barely alive and unable to move. No, these sprinted across the terrain, their black hearts thudding in excitement.
A boney hand swiped for her arm. She dodged to the left, then dove over a fallen tree, triggering Roll to land, roll, and spring back to her feet.
Six skeletons were now scrambling behind her. Double that or more were racing through the trees from the left. The stone golem stomped somewhere toward the right, making the ground and trees shake.
A hand seized her ankle, followed by teeth digging into her calf.
She spun and drove a foot through the monster’s skull before crashing to her side. Four skeletons leaped at the opportunity.
She triggered Dash, and the world blurred. When it snapped back, she was still on the ground, now lying on the slope toward the circular clearing not far below.
She shoved herself to her feet, and two more skeletons crashed into her, chomping on anything they could get their mouths over.
Eizel staggered. A third skeleton landed on her back, its withered arms wrapping her neck, cutting off her ability to breathe. It bit the back of her head, and she tore it off, screaming.
She would not die without identifying that cogging point of interest!
Her health dropped to 434/1,000.
Red damage numbers streamed out from the constant attacks.
She triggered Wall Kick against a tree, launching herself down the steps and failing to dislodge any of her free riders.
More grappled her, crashing into her with wide arms that wrapped her stomach and chest and neck and legs, their combined weight slowing her momentum.
They dragged behind her, biting, always biting.
Her life dropped to 127/1,000.
She turned and triggered Handspring, focusing her intent backward and using the second variant.
The force shot her backward into two back handsprings. But the weight of the skeletons made her miss the second handspring, landing on her back.
With frantic effort, screaming at the dozen skeletons trying to consume her at the same time, she pointed her index and middle fingers through a gap of bones and twisted her wrist.
Then died.





Chapter
Fifty
E izel woke in the cemetery and sucked in breath after breath, still feeling the skeletal monsters biting her skin. She curled into the fetal position, replaying the events, trying to not cry.
It was terrifying and . . . aggravating.
She should march back out there and build a thousand traps for the cursed undead. They deserved to die in the most horrendous ways.
That was her emotions taking control, breaking under the weight of this new world and her many responsibilities. But her goals had nothing to do with the skeletons.
Logic, not emotions.
She drew in a deep breath and forced all the feelings of rage and hate and revenge aside. What remained was the simple realization that, despite another terrible death, she had succeeded.
Eizel sat up.
A Naufling fish glided through her arm, leaving it feeling warm. A flower grew out from her cloak and sprouted before dissolving into pink pixels.
The fish swam away a few feet before turning back and bobbing in the air supportively.
“I’m not giving up,” she said.
It nodded, as well as a fish could nod, and drifted back to the school of fish it had been with.
She summoned her game screen to find the map had updated. It no longer had a question mark tantalizing her with unobtainable knowledge. It now featured a new symbol: a line with two sides like an upside-down table.
¤ Land Gate [Locked]
» A Land Gate permits the travel between Lands. This gate has not been unlocked and cannot fulfill its primary function until its corruption has been cleared.
·
« Destination
× Unknown
A Land Gate? A Land Gate! Of course, all the large floating Lands were actual places they could travel to and explore.
And . . . huh.
What if this Land had received too many people. The overflow, which could certainly account for the missing ten percent, might have merely started on a different Land.
She jumped off the cemetery’s stone slab, a sudden burst of excitement in her chest.
It made so much sense!
It was the most obvious answer. And all she needed to do was tell the government where the people were.
Of course, before doing that, knowing more about Land Gates made sense. It sounded like a waypoint stone, but one between Lands.
She knew nothing about how to clear a gate’s corruption, and that’s what she needed to know more about before filing an official petition.
She opened the documentation library and searched for Land Gate. There was only one result listed in red.
¤ Documentation [Search: Land Gate]
» Land Gate [Error: Land Gate page does not exist]
Strange.
Most searches had dozens, if not hundreds, of results. This search only had the one, and . . . the page didn’t exist?
It was the first time she’d ever come across a missing document. Out of sheer stubbornness, she tapped the page anyway.
The screen shifted and loaded a blank document, which was more than she had expected. The error said it didn’t exist, and yet, here it was, blank except for a large title and a string of tiny gray text beneath it . . .
Updated 4.4.5.312.
That was the day they entered the world.
Someone deleted the document?
Who would— Why would—
She fell back against the stone slab, sweat percolating across her forehead as understanding registered.
The missing people were . . . intentional?
    
Eizel needed to walk, needed to think. It was a good thing no one could have read her screen in the cemetery. No one knew what she knew.
Even so, she felt watched.
Someone knew her secret that her parents were gone. Someone did this to her family, to her.
Or . . . she was just going a little bit insane. That certainly couldn’t be ruled out. Perhaps too many deaths rattled the brain?
Even so, being alone felt dangerous. The shadows had eyes. The unknown monsters were biding their time before they acted, holding all the cards to her family’s downfall.
She tried to breathe and followed the crowds in the evening market. The noise of their talking and laughing grounded her. It drew her thoughts from the constant cycling of ever more dangerous conclusions.
The main question that echoed in her mind, over and over, was why? It didn’t make any sense! Her parents were good people. The Oqerton Alliance had provided good jobs, fair jobs.
But it wasn’t just her parents, now was it? Ten percent was what the government said wouldn’t make it. That was over two hundred people.
She had to tell someone. . . .
Naturally, the government was first on that list, but she didn’t know who to trust. If she informed the wrong person . . . No, it didn’t matter. If she informed anyone in the government, it’d only invite scrutiny where she couldn’t afford to have any.
Then what? Inform adventurers? Telling anyone directly would link her to the Land Gate and get back to the government. They probably had ways—when motivated—to see through her Aymie Avys persona.
She could post signs. But there was no telling what would happen if those involved knew the Land Gate had been discovered. They might decree the area off limits, post guards, build a wall, or otherwise lock her out from ever saving her parents.
But . . . she couldn’t do this alone.
And yet, she couldn’t tell anyone, either.
Eizel meandered with the crowds, wanting to fight and hide at the same time.
There was a villain in this story of hers, and she hated that! Hated that she didn’t know who it was or even if they truly existed. Was she jumping to conclusions?
“Another?” a man asked from a booth selling delicious-looking cupcakes and pastries. They nearly distracted her from the icky feeling of dread that seemed to seep into her chest and limbs, making everything heavy, each breath too shallow.
Panic. It was consuming her. She focused on the man, needing something real to tether herself to the world that felt lopsided.
He wore a white apron. Odd. He didn’t need it, so he wore it for the appearance more than staying clean. He had short blond hair and a mustache—the ends twisted—beneath astonished blue eyes.
The lady he was talking to was an adventurer wearing leather armor over black clothing. She had dark brunette hair tied back in a ponytail and olive-colored skin.
“It’s their third dungeon,” she said in a disgruntled voice. “I don’t know what they are doing, but they ain’t adventurers. They’re nothing better than thieves.”
“You’re just jealous,” the man said with a laugh. “Three dungeons. And you’re saying they don’t even fight the monsters?”
“I don’t see how they could. They don’t have any gear. And now they’ve started a guild called Dungeon Runners. I suspect that’s all they do, really. They go in and run around.”
Dungeon Runners?
It felt like the world snapped back into alignment. Eizel could breathe. The sounds of the market grew close and distinct, not the blur of what they had become.
The answer to her problem simply fell out of the sky. And the moment she noticed it, she found that everyone was talking about this new guild that conquered dungeons.
Then why not Land Gates?
Regrettably, she lacked the financial means to employ them and was uncertain if she could trust them. Not yet, at least. This left only one viable option.
She needed to become a . . .
Dungeon Runner.
The End
The story continues in . . .
Dungeon Runner 2.
Learn more at:
https://dustin.link/dr2
Never miss an update:
https://dustin.link/newsletter
Connect with me on Facebook:
https://dustin.link/fb





Afterword
Hey you, thanks for reading!
I hope you enjoyed Dungeon Runner. I especially hope you enjoyed the haunted house dungeon because that was a lot of fun to write. It has inspired some of my favorite dungeons in the next book.
Something I like about this series is how it stretches the concept of a dungeon, more so in books two and three than this one. And it does it without forgetting the origin of the world . . .
It’s a game.
Not everything has to be serious. It can—and should—be fun. The dungeons in book two really explore this idea. I’m excited for you to experience them and, hopefully, get a lot of laughs.
This first novel was made up of six novellas, which is why it’s structurally strange. It was also written years before the second and third books.
I didn’t know back then that I enjoyed writing humor until I wrote Arachnomancer. Yes, Dungeon Runner is older than my first published series.
The next two books of this trilogy have a lot more humor while maintaining a serious story. I think the characters come to life and find themselves in some fun and hilarious situations.
If you didn’t know, Dungeon Runner started as a side story to a series I had titled Eternal Fantasy Online. This series was influenced by Sword Art Online, Log Horizon, and .Hack.
I wanted this world to be a virtual paradise. It is beautiful, mysterious, and full of wonder. There’s no garbage or sickness, and everyone is immortal, unchained from time and its constant pressures on our everyday lives.
Further, unlike my anime inspirations, I didn’t want this world to be temporary. This is a new and persistent reality where the inhabitants are not constantly working to escape.
I think Sword Art Online would have been better had they stayed in the original world.
And that is what Dungeon Runner represents: a virtual game that was rebuilt to save the dying population of the Garentin colony ship.
Unfortunately, I never published Eternal Fantasy Online. I had invested so much time and effort into the world-building that I didn’t want to risk it as my first published book.
Normally, I’d take this opportunity to talk about being a dented cog for not publishing. But looking back, I can say with certainty, I was not ready. I needed to write a few more unpublished novels to evolve my storytelling skills.
Dungeon Runner—a tiny side story—grew into the main attraction. The original series has given this series more depth while opening the opportunity for something new and unseen in the genre: dungeon heists.
If there’s a message for me to leave with you, it’s that nothing we do is ever wasted. Failure is how we learn and progress, reusing what worked and discarding what didn’t.
Thank you for your patronage and for taking a chance on this book. If you can leave a review on your preferred platform, I would greatly appreciate it.
I’d also like to thank my beta readers—Kitania Kavey, Eric Gilbert, and Carol Parsons—for their awesome support and feedback.
See you in the next book!
Exploit. Extract. Exit!
Dustin Tigner
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