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      To Evan Meidell—my friend, programmer extraordinaire, gamer bro, and the father of the lovely new genre, LitLit. It’s what you get when you combine LitRPG and GameLit.
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            Story Recap

          

          

      

    

    






THE STORY THUS FAR

        

      

    

    
      You know, a lot of authors—and some readers—think recaps are a waste of time. “Remind the reader within the context of the story.”

      But I don’t agree. You can see how much I don’t agree by how many recaps I have. Three. There’s one for the main story (see below), one for Eizel’s story, and one for noteworthy characters.

      Personally, I don’t like it when I pick up a sequel and am constantly reminded of things I already know while reading the new story. “Oh, the protagonist has fire magic? You don’t say!”

      It could be months or years since you read the first Dungeon Runner. There’s no way for me to know. And I’d rather you go into this book with a general understanding of where we’ve been.

      Simply put, if you don’t like recaps, just skip to the prologue. No harm done. Have a wonderful time! And if you do need a recap or are interested in the characters, read on.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        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.
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        * * *

      

      Entin Soroy, an orphan and market Runner, works all day long running his Stamina into the ground, delivering packages for a pittance. All the money he makes goes back to the orphanage, which is struggling.

      Somehow, the developers didn’t consider how throwing two thousand people into a small city would affect the economy and food distribution. In fact, they didn’t think about a lot of things, such as orphans who didn’t receive starting money or free housing.

      Given how everyone was digitized to survive, maybe the developers can be forgiven for their oversight. Every day they delayed the release, more people died.

      So the world has problems. What’s new?

      Entin accepts a timed job from Hendrick to Run two crates of potatoes to the Upper West Bench and fails. Every coin he had earned that day is ripped from his inventory.

      This leads him to accept a new job from Lourne, an adventurer who needs someone to pick up the loot in the Troken Dungeon and get it out.

      Entin meets the rest of the team—Ruben and Jantonon—and steps out into the Wilds for the first time. It’s a scary place full of life and monsters.

      But what’s scarier are the dungeons, instanced locations with changing themes every four or five days. If you die in a dungeon, the Droppable debuff takes everything.

      The dungeon is an old buried mansion. Flame guys—little spheres of fire—provide light and watch Entin in horror. He doesn’t have any gear, wearing the basic clothing everyone has: brown shorts and a tee shirt.

      Everything goes well until he finds a bead stuck in the wall. When he touches it, it flakes away to reveal a treasure room, a place that promises wealth if its challenge can be overcome.

      Spider-like monsters attack and kill the rest of his team, leaving him to solve the riddle, get the loot and gear, and escape. He runs with a horde of monsters giving chase, poison damage ticking down his health.

      He escapes the dungeon and saves the day, making 5 scyl in only a few hours of work. It’s this success that works its way into his thoughts of how he can Run dungeons alone.

      Bolstered by his achievement, Entin approaches Eizel Oqerton, the colony’s most popular girl he has had a crush on for years, and offers her an emerald gempiece.

      Bailey snatches the gempiece and runs until he corners her. She says he can’t give it to Eizel because she only uses people. If he must give it to someone, give it to someone who already likes him.

      When asked who, she confesses her feelings and kisses him. (Aww. Heart emoji.)

      A week later—a week of Entin trying and failing to solo Run dungeons and a week of being a boyfriend to his best friend—Bailey convinces him to attempt a dungeon with more people.

      He recruits the second-fastest Runner, Triton, a blue-haired guy who is always smiling. He’s not the brightest fellow but makes up for that by sheer willpower and a positive attitude.

      Fourth to the team is Aayra. She’s the complete opposite of Triton: incredibly smart, analytical, and not the best in social situations.

      The team trains for a day before attempting the new Troken Dungeon. Bailey makes Entin agree that if they should fail, he’d give up on Running dungeons and return to the market.

      Unlike other dungeons, this one is a boss rush in an undersea library. The boss is an amalgamation of sea creatures: giant crab, shark, and octopus. At the center of the dungeon is a locked chest, and the boss has the key.

      Per the new motto—Exploit, Extract, Exit—they don’t attempt to fight the boss. Instead, the focus is on stealing the treasure.

      Aayra and Entin manage to get the key from the boss before dying. Triton keeps the endlessly spawning fish monsters busy with his martial arts. And Bailey loots the chest. She barely escapes, losing a leg in the process but securing the loot.

      Back in the market, giddy with success, the four decide they should start a business together. They are the Dungeon Runners.

      Dren Becker—party leader to his small family of adventurers: Lily and Ava—validates the value of the Dungeon Runners by hiring them. His party is in a new dungeon, the Abruel Dungeon.

      Ava unlocks the waypoint for the Dungeon Runners, leaving Bailey behind. Entin takes charge, channeling his inner Lourne, and they make a plan.

      The dungeon has a rose theme. The giant stems grow out of a veil of blackness far below, covered in thorns a dozen feet tall.

      Triton and Aayra, acting as Distractors, aggro the monsters camping the dungeon’s portal. Entin and Ava sprint to where she died, so she can collect her gear.

      An enormous hummingbird attacks, using wind to push adventurers off the vines. Entin, attempting to distract the boss from his client, uses Dash to get onto the hummingbird, where he clings to its beak.

      His weight pulls the bird down into the black veil, killing them both. They learn that once the boss dies, all the monsters go away. It’s a huge success.

      The Dungeon Runners return to the orphanage with food and money. Later that night, however, when Bailey gives Ausemnie the money, she cries because it’s not enough. They have four days to make rent, and they need 49 scyl.

      The next day, Entin checks the Abruel Dungeon, which has reset. It has the Limited 1 modifier, which blocks a party from attempting the dungeon again if they all die. Each person who dies is locked out for five minutes.

      They have one chance.

      He seeks Lourne for advice on how to be a leader, then uses that advice to train with his Runners for the next three days.

      They recruit Marcel—a book-smart fourteen-year-old who really likes Aayra—to fulfill the new role of Doorman, a person who stays by the portal to ensure party members can re-enter after their five-minute timeout.

      The dungeon has a haunted house theme. They start outside at night, rain pouring. It’s clear that Marcel can’t stay there as he might aggro monsters to the escape point.

      They make it to the mansion, have a delicious meal, then get locked into their chairs as giant millipedes wrap around them.

      Each of them spawns in different places in the mansion and is presented with unique scenarios.

      Entin and Bailey start in the basement with ghouls, Triton and fake-Bailey start in a hallway with faces pressing out of the walls, Aayra starts in a bed with evil dolls, and Marcel starts in the attic with a toy clown.

      They run and solve puzzles until everyone returns to the foyer. Entin realizes they don’t need to fight the mini-bosses to beat the dungeon. All they need to do is tap a goblet to each crystal embedded in the bosses to get the treasure.

      One by one, they sacrifice themselves for the crystals until Aayra is the last remaining Dungeon Runner, surrounded by monsters. She loots the dungeon’s treasure chest and escapes, thanks to Triton, who fought to keep the front door open.

      Entin and his Runners return to the orphanage with enough money to pay for rent. But Aayra has a better plan. She proposes they convert the orphanage from a tavern business and make it a guildhall. This will reduce rent and provide more room.

      Ausemnie agrees to sign over the orphanage to the newly minted Dungeon Runners guild, and Bailey applies the guildhall blueprint.

      The kids rush upstairs, excited to pick out rooms. And Ausemnie hugs Entin and the others, thanking them for saving the orphanage.

    

  







            Eizel’s Recap

          

          

      

    

    






THE STORY THUS FAR

        

      

    

    
      If you skipped the first book because you read the novella episodes, there’s a good chance you missed the Eizel episodes. These episodes are now Parts 2, 4, and 6 in the first book.

      Eizel’s story is important to the overall Dungeon Runner trilogy. But buying a full book for a hundred or so pages may not be worth it to you.

      As such, I’ve included the following summary of events to help fill in the blanks. Enjoy!
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        * * *

      

      
        
        One of the most influential families of the Garentin colony ship is the Oqertons. Using their status and wealth, they all but assured their legacy would carry on to the digital frontier.

      

        

      
        It has been three weeks since the colony was digitized. Eizel, the sole daughter and inheritor of the Oqerton estate, is the only one to have survived the transition.

      

        

      
        And no one else can know.
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        * * *

      

      When we first see Eizel in the market, surrounded by giggling girls, we believe her to be rich and spoiled, especially after Entin tries to ask her out, only for Bailey to intervene.

      But there’s much more to Eizel than our initial assumptions. She was born into the digital world alone, poor, and broken. All of her family’s wealth is tied up in government contracts, contracts that require her parents to be present.

      Her only hope of saving everything that her family has worked for is to find her parents, which she refuses to believe are dead.

      Eizel must keep up appearances. She writes letters and votes on her parents’ behalf as Founding members of the patricians. And she uses her skills in fashion to make money selling dresses.

      But nothing works.

      She hasn’t eaten for weeks. Her Stamina is critically low, always leaving her passed out on the floor while designing the next best dress.

      Her debts climb, and her business suffers due to Kiena Starworth, a meddling and competitive rich girl. She wants to win against Eizel as the best fashion designer and put her out of business.

      But Oqertons never give up!

      Eizel searches the Wilds for food, resources, and the missing ten percent of failed transfers, believing them to be out there . . . somewhere.

      She’s terrified and dies a lot.

      This cycle of death and exploration is interrupted by the first Aurora Conventus. It’s a large gathering of the most successful people in the colony to dance and dine and solve pressing problems instead of relying on the government to fix them.

      Eizel’s invitation is mandatory. She discovers the reason is that her father is meant to be the guest speaker. Without her father, the responsibility falls on her, which also requires a sizable donation.

      Relying on all of her training, she gives the speech and makes it about the lack of food. The people have already starved during the months leading up to digitizing. It is horrible to let people starve in this reality, so the Oqertons donate their land to the creation of a farm.

      Later that night in the Wilds, she runs into Izaak, a guy who had taught her how to be a scavenger. He was testing traps, and she aggroed a Night Wolf into a wall of spikes, earning herself her very first meal.

      A week later, Eizel—using the name Aymie Avys—equipped with new trap skills, had explored half the Wilds, marking each section off with a big red X. There was still no sign of her parents or the missing ten percent.

      Her avatar suggests looking in a specific area. When she investigates, she finds a large circle of stone blocks covered in forest detritus. Standing at the center, a dozen blocks slide up to hover in the air.

      She touches one, which triggers an event.

      The blocks slam together, forming a gargantuan stone golem. And the holes the blocks left behind are filled with rotting corruption. Black-heart skeletons climb out of the holes and attack her. She dies from the golem stomping on her.

      When Eizel revives in the cemetery, she learns the location is an unidentified point of interest. She returns to the area but is unable to identify it before she’s killed once more.

      She doesn’t have time to try again. Today is the day she reveals her new business to the most wealthy girls in the colony. Instead of selling duplicate dresses, she designed a unique dress for each girl.

      Her goal is to focus on the specific needs of a few rather than trying to appease the many. She wants her customers to stand out and be unique. It works! She makes more money in the afternoon than she has the entire month of attempts.

      This allows her to pay off her debts to Marley’s Fabrics. But when she arrives to do so, she discovers that Marley knows Eizel’s secret and vows to keep it.

      She returns home to find a letter. It’s an invitation from Ian Fional, High Councilmember of Agriculture. As an old friend, he demands to see Quin, her father.

      After three days of preparation, Eizel did the only thing she could and invested most of her earnings to create a Fake Skin of her father. She meets with Ian as her father and discovers that the Oqertons are meant to host the next Aurora Conventus.

      She has two weeks!

      This, despite her fear, pushes her to travel back to the unidentified point of interest. She races across the black oozing corruption that now coats the surrounding forest and dies by the skeletons again.

      At the cemetery, however, she finds that her attempt was successful. It’s a Land Gate. She’s filled with excitement and hope at the prospect that the missing ten percent were simply on another Land.

      Eizel searches the documentation for information on Land Gates and doesn’t find anything. There’s only one page in thousands, and it’s blank.

      But worse, it’s intentionally blank. There’s an edit date that happened on the first day everyone was digitized. She’s convinced that someone misplaced the missing people on purpose.

      Paranoid, she finds herself in the evening market, surrounded by people. That’s when she hears about a new guild called the Dungeon Runners, who had completed three dungeons. That was three more than anyone else! And if they could do that, then why not a Land Gate?

      But she doesn’t have the money to hire them and doesn’t know if she can trust them. Not yet, at least. This leaves only one viable option.

      Eizel needs to become a . . .

      Dungeon Runner.

    

  







            Character Recap

          

          

      

    

    






WHO ARE THESE PEOPLE!

        

      

    

    
      In case you need a character refresher, please see below. Not all characters will make a reappearance in this book. This list includes last names, ages, and ethnicities if you’re interested.

      

  




DUNGEON RUNNERS

      
        
        ¤ Entin Soroy / Enti

        » The fastest Runner in all of Eternal Fantasy Online is our main protagonist. He leads the Dungeon Runners, teaching them the ways to Exploit, Extract, Exit. Beyond proving himself, he’s motivated to right wrongs, save the orphanage, and help people.

        [18 · White · Blond Hair, Gray Eyes]

      

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Aayra Jhaveri

        » The socially awkward genius. She’s very analytical, counts everything, and hates cliches. (This description has twelve words, which is, obviously, a nice number.)

        [17 · Indian · Straight Black Hair]

      

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Bailey Kalin / Bay

        » It’s her life’s mission to find all them flowers out there. But, unlike a typical flower-lovin’ girl, she’s adventurous, brave, and willin’ to get dirty. Dresses, as such, ain’t her thing.

        [17 · White · Blonde Bob-cut Hair, Blue Eyes]

      

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Marcel Rivers

        » Known as the walking library, who exists within his Designated Safe Zones. Dude, he’s cogging scared of everything, which includes girls, specifically Aayra, the cutest girl in all of the Garentin.

        [14 · Black · Corkscrew Black Hair]

      

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Triton Leesong

        » Boom! Yeah, Triton is the coolest, fastest, and most handsomest bro-guy of them all. Hold onto your girlfriends because he and his brilliant abs are irresistible.

        [19 · Islander · Blue Hair]

      

      

      

  




ORPHANAGE

      
        
        ¤ Ausemnie Marwyn /aw · sem · i · nee/

        » She’s the heart and soul of the orphanage, giving kids a place to be loved and safe in this strange new world. She works tirelessly to provide for those in her care and is seen to be the mother despite her young age.

        [24 · White · Braided Brunette Hair]

      

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Caleb Wetherby

        » He’s the type of guy most people don’t pay attention to. He blends into the background and watches others, doing his work quietly, careful not to disturb anyone. He’s one of the last two orphans that still does market Runs.

        [16 · White · Brown Hair]

      

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Dantic Kenly

        » Due to the bastard known as Hendrick, Dantic is a failed market Runner turned fisherman. His success at catching fish has given the orphanage food while prices have gone up by 400%.

        [15 · Black · Black Spiked Hair]

      

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Farhan Jha

        » If there’s a party or girls, Farhan is there. He’s the other market Runner, who works hard and plays harder, providing a constant drip of income to the orphanage.

        [17 · Indian · Stylish Black Hair]

      

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Grenden Yansormen

        » The older of the Asian brothers, eager to go on new adventures and be useful. He’s at that age where everyone underestimates him, and he hates that. He’s just as capable as anyone else!

        [12 · Asian · Black Hair]

      

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Isan Yansormen

        » The younger of the Asian brothers, always finding ways to compete with Grenden. If Grenden is doing it, then Isan wants to do it, too. And one of these days, he’s going to win.

        [11 · Asian · Black Hair]

      

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Joia Kenton

        » She has the most devious smile of all the orphans. It’s all teeth, wide eyes, and bulging cheeks. For a five-year-old, she’s tough as nails and will protect her new family with her dangerous tiny hands.

        [5 · Indian · Black Pigtail Braids]

      

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Ohto Lloyd

        » One of these days, Ohto will be the bestest Dungeon Runner this world has ever seen. Until then, he’s happy to play Runners & Monsters, eat cake, and listen to Entin’s adventurous stories.

        [6 · White · Blond Hair, Hazel Eyes]

      

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Suma Jinja

        » Unlike the other near-adult orphans who picked up market Running jobs, Suma prefers to stay inside. She works at a bakery, has a five-year plan, and is ready to level up her career. It’s a far cry from being a doctor, but this world doesn’t need doctors.

        [17 · Asian · Straight Black Hair]

      

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Tayla Aygle

        » She absolutely, positively loves Enti and drawing pretty pictures and will be a better Dungeon Runner than Ohto! Entin believes in her. He has two girls on his team!

        [5 · White · Blonde Hair]

      

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Ziera Marwyn

        » The younger sister of Ausemnie, eager to help. Ziera takes care of the youngest kids, cooks the food, and keeps an eye on that Grenden boy, who is always rowdy and looking at her.

        [13 · White · Braided Brunette Hair]

      

      

      

  




NOTEWORTHY CHARACTERS

      
        
        ¤ Dren Becker, Lily Becker, Ava Becker

        » This family of adventurers is the first one to discover the Abruel Dungeon and its waypoint. When they get in over their heads, they hire the Dungeon Runners to save the day.

        [48, 44, 24 · White · Brown/Brunette Hair]

      

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Eizel Oqerton /eye · zull/

        ¤ Aymie Avys /eye · me/

        » The darling princess of the highly esteemed Oqertons is . . . alone, poor, and afraid. She firmly believes that her parents are still alive and will stop at nothing to find them, even if she has to break every law. But she has to keep up appearances to stave off suspicion.

        [17 · White · Brunette Hair / Blonde-pink Hair]

      

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Frenk Moore, Seb Moore, Theo Moore

        » These three stooges are dealing with a serious disconnect from what is reality. Since none of this is real, they are free to be bullies until Entin puts them in their place. Now, they want revenge.

        [24, 19, 18 · White · Black Hair, Blue Eyes]

      

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Hendrick Demir

        » A bastard, through and through. Hendrick is a merchant that only cares about his bottom line. He has no problem paying kids little to nothing to Run jobs and increase his profit margin.

        [48 · Black · Bald]

      

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Ian Fional, High Councilmember of Agriculture

        » Of the seven high councilmembers, Ian serves as the leader over agricultural pursuits, a critical role given this new world’s strange imbalance between people and the supply of food.

        [54 · White · Neatly Combed Brown Hair]

      

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Izaak Brooks

        » The Wilds contain countless resources, and Izaak knows where to look. He teaches Eizel how to be a scavenger and, later, how to build traps.

        [22 · Black · Short Black Hair]

      

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Jantonon Pretorius

        » This quiet juggernaut of a man loves his polearm, which nearly destroys Entin’s crate of potatoes he was Running to the Upper West Bench. The man works as an adventurer with Lourne and Ruben.

        [38 · Black · Tall, Bald]

      

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Kiena Starworth /kee · na/

        » Rich and spoiled, she uses her parent’s resources from Starworth Enterprises in an effort to put Eizel out of business. Kiena is competitive and jealous and isn’t shy about using money to get her way.

        [19 · White · Platinum Blonde Hair, Green Eyes]

      

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Lourne Daeith

        » Welcome, class. This is Professor Daeith of Old Earth History. But now that he exists in a living and breathing world, he’d much rather be out there discovering new things than teaching in a stuffy classroom.

        » Lourne—party leader to Ruben and Jantonon—is the one who introduced Entin to dungeons and changed everything. Class dismissed.

        [44 · White · Short Stature, Black Hair & Beard]

      

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Marley Threshna

        » Don’t you worry about a thing because Ms. Thresna will take good care of you and tell you a little something about what people be saying these days. She’s crazy social, loves Nauflings, and—thanks to the Oqertons—owns a fabric store, which is how Eizel got her fabric for dresses.

        [54 · White · Red & White Hair, Messy Ponytail]

      

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Mentof Ibsen

        » He’s an old merchant. “What you say?” He’s a gold-star merchant, just trying to adapt to this new world the best he can. When the Dungeon Runners find a golden lure, Mentof offers to sell it for 15% of the revenue.

        [77 · White · Unkempt White Hair & Beard]

      

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Ruben Pennayro

        » This guy is ab-so-lutely MVP, workin’ on Lourne’s team. Ruben took it upon himself to keep Entin outta trouble, showin’ him the ropes en preventin’ him from bein’ none too smart about them traps. MVP, ya hear?

        [32 · White · Small Braids of Red Hair in Ponytail]

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Four months ago

      

      

      Entin drew in a breath and let it out in a soothing rhythm as the string quartet from Triation r5’s third track—Golden Waves—played in his headset. It was his lucky song, a song he had listened to countless times before.

      It soothed his nerves.

      It focused his mind.

      And in this case, it helped block out the excited mic chatter from students who had made the mid-term cut. They were going to be pilots. Official pilots, recognized by the speaker and the seven high councilmembers.

      But rank and callsigns would now be determined by a race around the Garentin colony ship through an obstacle course made from two dozen beacons.

      The vibrations of his officially assigned E3-Silver Hawk starfighter pulsed along with his rhythmic breathing, practicing mindfulness. They were one, human and machine, joined together for a single purpose.

      The glass encapsulating the cockpit had diagnostic checks. All green. The four other ships for this race—each from a different team—hovered in front, their sharp angles outlined by yellow digital lines to help identify them against the black of space.

      “Henry, V3-64, ready.”

      “Isabella, V7-22, ready.”

      “Elettra, V4-48, ready.”

      “Robert, V2-19, ready.”

      And reserved for last, best in class, Entin clicked off his music and reported, “Entin, V99-1, ready.”

      There was a collective groan on the mics. Henry’s deep voice said, “I got the worst cogging luck. Why do we have to race him?”

      “He’s not that fast,” said Elettra.

      Entin grinned. He didn’t have to say anything. People responded to results, and his results were always the best.

      “Students,” Professor Licion said, her voice taking on a fake reprimanding tone, “you may have passed your mid-terms, but might I remind you that this is still a test? If you’re not content with your opponents, you can take it up with General Ronshon.”

      No one said anything.

      She continued. “But perhaps we should up the stakes? If anyone can beat V99-1, we’ll make him buy the celebratory cake for everyone.”

      “Wait, what?” Entin asked.

      Henry laughed. “Stars, man, you’re gonna buy me a cake!”

      Elettra flashed her thrusters, letting the spiraling blue fire move her forward a few meters closer to the digital starting line. The others followed.

      Entin didn’t really know the other students. The professors trained pilots in groups of five. The only interaction trainees had with the others outside of their limited class was scoreboard results.

      His class would be in the aquaponics dome. It marked the end of the race and was the largest section of glass that provided a clear view of the limitless sea of stars. Of course, nothing beat that view more than seeing it from inside a starfighter.

      He wouldn’t lose. His father had taken him flying since he was three. Being inside a cockpit was practically his home.

      “We are starting,” a robotic female voice said, “in ten, nine, eight,” it continued.

      Everyone went silent. The time for jokes and jabs had passed. Now, performance was the only thing that mattered.

      Entin gripped his center stick. His engines purred. The course blinked on his display, and he knew exactly what to do.

      “One,” the robotic voice said.

      All thrusters engaged. Blue fire shot out from behind each starfighter, and the five burst forward.

      A weight pressed Entin into his seat. His heart raced. And he grinned, determined not to buy anyone cake today.

      The first beacon streaked by, then the second. The third required an abrupt turn.

      The other pilots approached the turn by angling their wings ninety degrees, placing the beacon above them, and pulling up. They were following their training perfectly. Of course they were; it was all they knew.

      Entin cut his thrusters, then spun his ship to face the opposite direction, letting momentum and the absence of friction glide him backward. Two seconds before he passed the beacon, he re-engaged his thrusters.

      The abrupt change in direction slammed him back. He could hardly breathe. A blackness tried to consume his vision, but he fought it off.

      His ship shot ahead of the other four.

      Someone swore.

      Entin laughed.

      They chased him, beacon after beacon, always falling back to the safety of their training, unwilling to take the necessary risks to win.

      He sped through the course, shifting and spinning as needed to control his angle flawlessly.

      He loved every second of this: being out in space, being free, and being a somebody, a somebody people respected not because of who his parents were but for his skill and the value he brought to the colony.

      By the time he crossed the finish line, he was four beacons ahead of everyone. The course timer blinked at five minutes and three seconds. A course record. Eighteen seconds faster than his father’s time.

      It wasn’t entirely fair, of course. The E3s were faster than the E2s. His dad also didn’t start flying as a kid. But that wouldn’t stop Entin from rubbing it into his dad’s face, taunting the man for a real race.

      Sunlight gleamed off the aquaponic’s dome, making it difficult to see the hundreds of rows of plants carefully monitored by professionals and their apprentices.

      It was the heart of the colony ship, a single place responsible for their food production. It even played a part in creating the enzymes they used for starship fuel production.

      Entin gave his team a wave, knowing they were there beneath the glass, cheering him on even if neither could see the other.

      Elettra shot past, taking second place with Henry not more than a second behind her.

      “Cogs!” Henry yelled into the mic. “I totally had you until that last turn. You nearly clipped me trying to copy Star Boy, you know?”

      “But I didn’t, did I?” Elettra said. Her voice had a smile to it. She glided in a gentle circle. The silhouette of her form waved to Entin, and he returned the wave.

      If she copied him based on just this flight, she was frighteningly good. With time, she might even—

      Something flashed.

      An explosion? Fire surged out from the center of the aquaponics’ glass dome. Massive shards of glass fractured and burst out into space.

      “Watch out!” Entin yelled into his mic. “Check your starboard!”

      Elettra’s silhouette turned. One of the shards slammed into her wing. The engine sparked, a thruster sputtered, then the entire ship tore itself apart in a blaze of fire.

      Entin’s mind went blank, but his body reacted, pressing buttons, engaging his thrusters, and forcing the ship through gaps in the chaotic debris.

      He only faltered a minute later when the debris stopped being mere objects to evaded and turned into recognizable people.
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      Entin stood with his arms crossed, leaning against the sun-warmed stone wall of a store in the market. His thoughts were elsewhere, reliving the nightmare of a memory that his mind wouldn’t let him forget.

      His heart raced.

      Buried emotions surfaced.

      He wanted to scream. He wanted to go back to that time and prevent it all from happening somehow.

      In one day, he had lost everything.

      That was his last race in a reality that no longer existed. He wasn’t a pilot anymore. He was now a Dungeon Runner in a fantasy world.

      How things change. . . .

      He exhaled and focused on the here and now. Dwelling in the past would bring nothing but sorrow. This was a new life with new friends and family. There was no going back.

      A happy, lively tune played beneath the din of shoppers exploring myriad products. Merchants beguiled customers with flattery and exclusive, time-limited deals.

      The store Entin leaned against had a glass display revealing white and green dresses within. Digital tags hung from the clothing, displaying a man and young woman, back-to-back, with the letters D and K shimmering to draw the eye.

      There was no cogging way Bailey would wear one of these. But she’d look nice in one. The thought of her summoned conflicting feelings he didn’t know how to parse.

      A hand clapped his shoulder.

      Triton grinned, his blue hair featuring a new style that made it clump into spikes, the sides cut short. It probably cost him a scyl or two.

      Ausemnie had paid each of the Dungeon Runners 5 scyl, leaving her with 26 and some change to buy supplies and food for everyone.

      Moving forward, the guild would provide housing and twenty percent of all earnings. The rest of it would go to the guild’s coffers and be paid out to members on a weekly basis as long as they had enough earnings to cover guild fees.

      If Triton wanted to waste his money on the Blueprint system, that was his choice.

      A Timberwood Spritfish swam behind his ear, peeking out curiously. It was the Troken Dungeon reward they had all received during the night.

      “Yo, boss!” he said, brimming with confidence. “You’re looking nervous and stuff. Hell, I’d be nervous, too. Racing against a brilliant cog like me? No small thing! So, like, have you seen Bay? I don’t want her to miss this.”

      “You losing?” Entin asked with a smirk.

      “Nope! She’s going to finally see that I’m the fastest, the bestest, the most handsomest”—he padded his new haircut—“and stuff like that.”

      Entin chuckled. “All from a race?”

      “Got that right. This is important, bro.”

      “I thought you didn’t like Bailey.”

      “What you talking about! You got your wires crossed, boyo. Bay is the finest girlio-gal there is. And I’m going to steal her from you. No hard feelings, of course. Fastest man wins.”

      The hilarious thought was that Entin somehow controlled what Bailey did. She liked who she liked and did what she wanted.

      He shrugged, almost more eager to see the guy try to claim her love than wanting to win. Almost. Entin didn’t lose races, and this was no exception. Besides, letting Triton win would have unfortunate cascading side effects.

      It would start small with little jabs and ignoring orders. Then he’d want a bigger cut of their profits for being the most valuable member. And why not be the boss, too? That might eventually lead him to form his own team and compete for prime treasures.

      Yeah . . . it was best to keep the guy down a peg, which meant, Entin couldn’t lose.

      “She just hates me,” Triton continued with a sigh. “But that ends today, once she sees how brilliant I am. What’s the holdup?”

      “Everyone’s still taking their places,” Entin said. The orphanage wanted to participate. The race had been turned into a big event with kids on Team Triton or Team Entin. The kids would get to paint the loser’s face for ten minutes.

      He summoned his game screen, and fragments of blue gathered to reveal the City of Creannan from a bird’s-eye view.

      They had already gone over the route. A line ran from the market, cut through the Central Plaza, zigzagged around Upper West Bench buildings, then took a different route back, a route full of gardens, rivers, and bridges.

      A chime resonated in his head, and he swiped the screen to view the message.

      
        
        ¤ Message [Ausemnie Marwyn]

        » I think everyone is in position. We have someone at every point. Some of the kids are going to try and follow if that’s okay? Let me know when you’re ready. I’ll give you the count of ten and send both you and Triton a group message.

      

      

      Entin tapped the eye icon on the screen and angled it toward Triton, then asked, “You need to stretch or something? I don’t want you to get a cramp and call for a rematch.”

      “Ha! As if. But you don’t have that speed-boosting dagger-thing equipped, do you?”

      “Cogs, man, I don’t have it!” Entin said, now for the thousandth time. “You even watched the kids store it in the Stash. Paranoid?”

      “Yeah-yeah, I saw it. But you could have had one of your little friends deliver it when I wasn’t paying attention.”

      “If you don’t trust me, go back and check. Marcel is there, keeping an eye on the place.”

      “Ah, see? You want me to waste my Stamina. Boom! I knew I’d catch you trying to do something devious.”

      “I don’t have the dagger. Alright? You want me to swear on a star?”

      Triton shrugged. “Can’t hurt, can it?”

      “I swear on Elemoia.”

      “And Thrishen?”

      Entin rolled his eyes. “I swear on Elemoia and Thrishen that I do not have any gear equipped.”

      “You know what happens if you lie, right? Thrishen will tear your—”

      “I know more about the stars than you. I’m not lying. You’re just afraid to start the race.”

      “Afraid? Ha! Rightio, let’s do this. Send that girl the message. I’m ready.”

      Entin replied to the message and hit Send. Then his thoughts got snagged on that terrible memory of the last time he had raced someone.

      His world was destroyed.

      People . . . floating in space. . . .

      A chime broke through the memory. Triton shoved Entin into the store’s glass display, which cracked.

      The merchant yelled something from inside.

      Triton raced away, laughing.

      Cogs! Entin triggered Sprint. He shoved off the ground and ran through the throngs of people.

      Speed was important, sure, but a true race was less about top speed and more about maneuvering obstacles.

      Unless someone applied an Attribute Point to Speed, everyone could cross the same distance in the same amount of time. They were like starfighters in that regard, each identical where it mattered.

      Naturally, this put him at a disadvantage, having started behind. But he wasn’t limited by a stat point. The limit was in skill and experience.

      Entin rushed through the market, diving around people moving at a snail’s pace. When a crowd had clumped up at a full stop, watching some display of a person cooking steaks, he triggered the first variant of Sprint and ran horizontally on the wall.

      This little move already closed the distance with Triton. Then, when they reached the switchback stairs that led up to the main street, Entin triggered Double Dash vertically.

      The world rushed upward and snapped together at just the right height for his foot to land on the railing.

      An old man watching the market below jumped at Entin’s sudden arrival. Wisps of shadow from the End Plane flowed off him and dissipated into the air.

      He shoved off the railing and continued forward, fifteen feet ahead of Triton, struggling to get around a market Runner carrying two wooden boxes, each with an icon of potatoes stamped onto its side.

      Not long ago, that was Entin. Now, it was a poor Analian girl, her skin a light brown, her House tattoo gleaming like black iridescent oil on her forehead. She was fighting the weight of her package, trying to keep the boxes balanced on her Runners’ pack.

      He wanted to help her, knowing full well how difficult that Run was. But not just that, he wanted to show her that there were better jobs for Runners, that she didn’t have to work for a few dozen chyps per day.

      Of course . . . he was a tiny bit preoccupied at the moment. Guild recruitment considerations would have to come later.

      The two Asian brothers—Grenden and Isan—wearing blue face makeup, cheered for Triton, then ran to keep up. The four of them zigzagged through foot traffic up to the main fountain at the Central Plaza.

      Before crossing to the Upper West Bench, something shifted from behind. Grenden shoved Entin toward the fountain. And Isan held Entin’s foot.

      “Hey!” he yelled. Before crashing into the water, he triggered Roll, then followed it up with a Dash. He shot out of the fountain, pulling buckets of water with him and drenching all the nearby people, who looked rightfully alarmed.

      The two boys were down on the plaza’s flagstones, laughing hysterically.

      Now soaked, Entin ran after Triton. The guy didn’t hide the fact that this was obviously his plan to claim an advantage, grinning while chancing glances behind himself.

      Cogs, they really should have laid down better rules. The pilots’ race wasn’t boobytrapped. But this wasn’t the pilots’ race.

      On the first day of Dungeon Runner training, Entin gave a rather important lesson: life isn’t fair. Apparently, Triton paid attention. He came prepared, thinking outside of the box.

      The path shifted down an alleyway, around two buildings, back onto the main street, and up to the Low Gardens’ entrance, near the cemetery.

      This was the start of the scenic route. The entrance was at the top of the Upper West Bench, which overlooked most of the city.

      The gardens were far below at the bottom of a dozen switchback stairs with benches at every level for people to sit and enjoy the view.

      Ausemnie, Bailey, and most of the children were here. Ohto was bouncing on Bailey’s shoulders, pointing at Triton, who had somehow increased his lead.

      Tayla frowned. “Enti, run faster! Tonton beating you!”

      Triton disappeared down the stairs, and Joia started running after him before Ausemnie grabbed the little girl, saying she needed to stay at the top.

      Instead of swerving toward the stairs, Entin sprinted directly at Bailey. Her eyebrows rose, then she grinned, recognizing his plan.

      She stepped aside just as he jumped. His foot touched the top of the stone balustrade, and he shoved off, arching his body into a swan dive.

      People gasped.

      Someone shouted.

      The world rushed by from a dizzying height. Alarmed faces looked up, their conversations abruptly on hold to witness the crazy person jumping to his death.

      A now upside-down Triton swore and changed his plan. He jumped over the balustrade and triggered Wall Kick.

      Entin focused on not dying.

      The beautiful expanse of this fantasy city concluded at the bottom of the stairs, where paths curved around greenery, flowers, ponds, and small rivers.

      He held his breath, mentally counting the seconds before hitting the ground, evaluating the distance without the aid of a cockpit screen reporting rapidly changing numbers.

      At the last possible fraction of a second, he triggered Dash, angled not down but forward. The world blurred, then his foot touched the ground, and he was running again as if he had been running all along.

      “Did you see that!” a woman yelled.

      Entin grinned, the thrill surging through his muscles, eager to find another cliff. But then Triton appeared behind him, determination etched into his features.

      No more games.

      No more underhanded advantages.

      This was Runner against Runner, with everything that mattered on the line: pride.

      May the best one win.

      Entin re-engaged Sprint and ran across the green grass, jumping flowerbeds and streams, not bothering to follow the curving path. It was a straight line to the market.

      A Flash message reported his Stamina had dropped to 32/98 of Current Max.

      Triton followed. Every second, his footfalls landed a fraction closer, somehow closing the gap.

      Entin jumped over kids playing in the shallow creek, their parents sitting on benches, laughing at some gossip.

      He landed, turned, and sped along the final stretch of the path that entered the market on the northwest side.

      Triton was now slowly inching ahead. “Boom! I’m faster than you, man!” he yelled and laughed.

      They both triggered a Double Dash in an attempt to grab the lead and snapped back into reality on either side of a girl walking out of the park. She yelped and dropped something.

      Triton was now three feet ahead. The finish line, the side of a weapons shop, lay just beyond the main market street.

      Entin . . . wasn’t going to win.

      They dropped down the stairs, and he triggered the second variant of Wall Kick. But it wasn’t enough.

      Triton glanced back, laughing, knowing full well that he had won. After this, he’d be known as the fastest Runner in Creannan.

      Then he slammed into a polearm.

      “Jantonon, ya idiot!” Ruben yelled in mock irritation. The guy winked at Entin and offered a hand to Triton, asking if he was okay.

      Entin didn’t waste the opportunity.

      He sprinted the last dozen feet across the street and slapped the finish line.
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      Entin turned and pressed his back against the wall, drawing in lungfuls of air. He hit Exhaustion right before touching the wall and now felt the terrible effects burn through his muscles.

      “Entin is the fastest!” Bailey said, sticking her tongue out at Triton. The guy flinched as if the words were a physical attack. “And now ya know for sure.”

      “He bestest!” Ohto added, still sitting on her shoulders, little fists clenching her blonde hair, a big grin on his face.

      Entin laughed weakly, his throat dry. “How did you get here so fast.”

      “Didn’t take the scenic route, duh,” she said, motioning back at the street where Ausemnie was catching up.

      “That was so not fair!” Triton yelled, slapping Ruben’s hand away and standing on his own. “I totally won that.”

      “Fair?” Entin asked, incredulous, still breathing hard. “Fair as in . . . pushing me down . . . at the start? Or fair as in having Grenden and Isan . . . shove me into the fountain?”

      “Pfft, I umm . . . didn’t do that.”

      Marcel ran into the street and looked both ways before shoving a finger toward Triton. “Give it back!”

      “Huh?”

      “The dagger, dude. That idiot Grenden took it from the Stash. Don’t tell me you ain’t got it. I know you do.”

      Entin crossed his arms. “You took the dagger?”

      Triton laughed nervously. “Bah, I wouldn’t use the dagger. . . .”

      “Swear on a star.”

      “Superstitious idiocy,” Aayra said, appearing from around the corner. “Obviously, just show your equipment.”

      Triton scrunched up his mouth, making little indecisive grunting noises. “Fine. . . . Boom! You got me. I have the dagger, alright? But that wasn’t against the rules.”

      Entin shook his head and sighed. “Apparently, we need more rules. Give it to me, so I can fix the owner history.”

      Triton summoned his game screen, withdrew the dagger, and handed it over with a sheepish grin. “Yo, boss, no hard feelings, right?”

      “What I don’t get is how you lost. That’s gotta sting.” Since Entin was the original owner, he easily erased the ownership history, then initiated a trade with Bailey. “Sell it.”

      “Ya sure?” she asked, accepting the trade.

      “I should have sold it the same day I found it. What’s the point in keeping something we never use?”

      “It’s a symbol,” Aayra said. “It’s the first real loot a Dungeon Runner has earned. That means something. We can put it on a plaque and display it in the guild. And we never know when it might come in handy.”

      “Right!” Bailey said. “I approve.”

      Triton shrugged. “Yeah, bossman, our guild entrance is pretty boring.”

      “And you promise,” Entin said to Triton, “not to steal it?”

      “Pfft! I wouldn’t steal-steal it. I’d only borrow it and stuff. Would’ve returned it. No probs, bro.”

      Grenden and Isan ran up. “Who won?” they both asked at the same time. Triton let out a breath and hooked a thumb toward Entin.

      “What!” Grenden asked. “Even after we gave you the . . . secret sauce?” He said with air quotes.

      “They know,” Triton said. “Don’t look at me like that. I’m still the second fastest.”

      “Riiight,” the two brothers said in unison.

      “I’ll beat you back to the orphanage!” Triton yelled, then sprinted through the brothers with them giving chase.

      “Let’s go home,” Ausemnie said, corralling the kids. “We’re making decorations for the guild today.”

      “I make best picture!” Ohto said.

      “No!” Tayla said, a frown on her face. “I better painter. Tell him, Enti.”

      Entin laughed. “You’re both good. And we’ll proudly display all of your art pieces in the guild. Alright?”

      The kids smiled.

      Joia tugged on Ausemnie’s hand, saying they needed to hurry, and also demanded a snack because little girls required lots and lots of food to grow big like Bailey.

      “I ain’t big,” Bailey said. “Just older than ya.” She then pursed her lips to the side, a contemplative look voicing her thoughts, likely wondering if the kids would ever grow up.

      She glanced at Entin, and he shrugged. Would anyone naturally change from their scanned data? The kids didn’t seem to pick up on this exchange, and Ausemnie ushered them toward home.

      Ruben stood to the side, wearing a proud grin. “Yo, man, got a minute?”

      Jantonon was leaning against the wall, holding his polearm, watching the marketgoers.

      Entin told Bailey to go on ahead and high-fived Ohto. After they left, he said, “What are the chances that you two happened to be here at the precise conclusion of my race?”

      “Oh-ho! Pretty good, actually, since we were waitin’ for ya. Right, Jantonon?”

      The big guy grunted.

      “That’s his eloquent way of sayin’, ‘Right.’ ”

      “Alright,” Entin said, “so what can I do for you?”

      “Think of it as what we can do for you. Have ya heard of affiliate marketin’? Obviously not, given your ab-so-lutely blank expression. Ya do know what marketin’ is, though, right?”

      “I’m not a slow cog.”

      “Ay, right, well affiliate marketin’ is where ya share a piece of the sale with the person who brings ya the business. It’s what I did back in that other place we call the real world.

      “I hear you’ve gone on en started yourself a business guild savin’ adventurers. Just thought ya might want some help gettin’ clients?”

      Marketing. Entin knew nothing about running a business, not that it was terribly difficult to understand. A business simply traded something of value for money.

      The Dungeon Runners had lots of ways to provide value. But getting customers was a whole other matter.

      “Alright,” he said, “so you bring me clients. And what do you get in exchange?”

      “Twenty percent. Not a chyp more, ya hear? A fair deal. A win-win, for I get nothin’ till you get somethin’. Makes sense, don’t it?”

      Entin nodded slowly. It was a finder’s fee. It’d make the guild more money but also share the wealth, helping others. That fit perfectly with his goals and could be expanded to anyone who wanted to participate.

      “Think on it,” Ruben said. “That’s all I’m askin’. Right, Jantonon?”

      Jantonon grunted.

      “We’re goin’ places, ya hear? But the boss is waitin’, so we best be off. Stay cool, my man.”

      Entin laughed and gave his farewell. Today was a constant reminder of where he had come from: a market Runner and a dungeon mule. The cherry on top would be if Hendrick—the cogging slave master of a merchant—begged to sell the guild’s loot.

      That’d be something.

      But with change came an all-new set of worries.

      Entin was no longer just an orphan, helping by making a few extra chyps to donate. He was the leader. He was directly responsible for his guild and the orphanage.

      That thought was heavy.

      It might only be the first day of the month, but he could already feel the seconds wasting away to when they’d need to pay rent and fees again, not to mention earning enough for food and supplies.

      Money remained a constant problem.

      Entin took a moment, inhaling deeply the scents of the busy market. People were perusing the many booths, always shopping for something.

      A woman tried on clothes with the press of a button, admiring her reflection in a mirror. A party of three was talking to a merchant selling potions of various colors. A man thrust a short sword into a straw dummy, producing a blue outlined -198, indicating the damage he might do to a monster.

      It seemed like everyone had money to spend. But what did they do to earn it? For adventurers, the answer was obvious. But there didn’t seem to be as many adventurers as a city like this would require to function in a game-like world.

      Then again, the Lumarians—the NPCs—brought a constant stream of new money to the city. They also worked many of the mundane jobs, jobs a normal gamer wouldn’t want to work.

      Maybe everyone else ran a business or had received some sort of perk for deeds done in the previous life. Of course, there was also the growing population of destitute people begging for money, so not all was well.

      This world is broken. . . .

      The best he could do was fix it a little by helping one person at a time. And that would require building a more profitable business.

      He’d talk to Aayra about this affiliate marketing. She’d have to draft the contract and work with Bailey to nail down the details.

      With that, he turned to—

      Someone grabbed his hand.

      The world shifted into a familiar blur of shadows and snapped together behind a merchant’s booth, where wooden boxes were stacked to create walls.

      Instinctually and immediately, he reacted by triggering Wall Kick at a hooded figure wearing a black patchwork wolf cloak and mask.

      His foot collided with the figure’s torso, sending them both two steps away from each other.

      She grunted.

      Her back hit the makeshift wall, making the boxes teeter, wood creaking. Her blue eyes—the only uncovered part of her body—were wide in surprise.

      “You?” he said. It was the girl he had seen a few days ago outside Creannan’s walls by the waypoint stones. The forager.

      She glanced at the flagstones, then looked at him with a sense of forced confidence. “I need— I mean, I want to join the Dungeon Runners.”

      Her voice sounded familiar, but he couldn’t quite place it. “And you thought ambushing me was the best way to ask?”

      “Th-this isn’t an ambush. . . .”

      “Really?” he asked, looking at the little hidden space they shared.

      “I just wanted to get you alone to plead my case since your guild isn’t recruiting.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “That’s . . . what the registrar reports?”

      Huh. He’d need to talk to Aayra about that. Growing the guild was important. But every member they recruited increased the guild’s monthly maintenance fee by a scyl.

      He crossed his arms, pretending he knew quite well what the registrar reported about his guild. This also gave him a chance to see how much she wanted to join. “Sorry,” he said, feigning disappointment, “we’re not recruiting right now.”

      “I’ve designed your logo,” she said quickly.

      “My logo?”

      “You’re a business. You need a logo, something that looks professional and shows future clients that you’re serious. I designed it.”

      She summoned a red game screen, the contents of which were blurred. After a few taps, a sheet of paper materialized from pixels, and she handed it over.

      A bold logo read Dungeon Runner with the words stacked, the top and bottom a different color. The letters seemed to rise off the page. And a jagged shape filled in the space behind it.

      It honestly looked great, less like a corporate logo and more like a game logo. But this was a game, so maybe that fit.

      He could hear her biting her lip, which was kind of cute. That thought summoned a mini-Bailey chibi to karate chop the idea away.

      He finally said, handing the paper back, “It should be plural. We’re the Dungeon Runners.”

      “By the Maker,” she whispered. “I was rushed! I can redo it. I-I can redo it a centillion times until it’s perfect. And I can design your uniform.”

      Entin laughed. “We don’t wear a uniform. This is our uniform,” he said, motioning to his brown shorts and shirt. “Anything more would just get lost to the dungeon.”

      “Clothing is cheap. I’ll give you and the others a uniform Blueprint, then all you need is some plant fiber. It’d go a long way to impressing adventurers.

      “And I have explored half the Land. Let me join, and I’ll give you my map, which you can resell to others to improve revenue. More products, more revenue.”

      He rubbed his chin. She seemed to know a thing or two about businesses. Maybe she could work with Aayra and Bailey to handle the things he was cogging terrible at.

      But, as the guild leader, he didn’t make decisions without involving his guild. He needed to listen, which meant he needed to give them a voice in how the guild would grow.

      “Alright,” he said, “but the decision to allow you into the guild is up to the other guild members.”

      She nodded slowly. “Will they vote yes?” she asked, hope in her voice.

      “Probably? If you’re half as convincing as you were just now, I’m sure they will, especially if I’m fighting in your corner. But you’re not always going to wear that mask, are you?”

      “Oh, this?” she said. “It helps negotiations if people don’t know who I am. They judge the deal on the merits of the deal itself.”

      That was smart. “Well, I think introductions are in order. I’m Entin Soroy, leader of the Dungeon Runners. And you are?”

      She tapped her screen and removed her hood as her mask dissolved to black pixels, then shook out long blonde hair, the tips dyed pink. “Aymie Avys,” she said with a smile.
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      Entin opened the orphanage’s front door to the commotion of kids running, things crashing, and lots of laughter.

      Aymie looked inside from the doorway, one hand holding her free-hanging arm, shoulders pulled in. Her eyes said she wasn’t expecting to find the guild filled with rambunctious kids.

      He gave her a reassuring smile and motioned her into the small guild shop.

      “How ‘bout here?” Bailey asked Ohto, holding a photo of what looked like Entin as a clown. Her Naufling fish bobbed in the air over her shoulder.

      “What’s that?” Entin asked.

      Bailey laughed and let go. The photo stuck. “Took the picture myself,” she said, then turned. Her smile faltered at the sight of Aymie, who took in a sharp breath, probably at seeing such an ugly picture. “Who’s this?”

      “Potential new recruit.”

      “Don’tcha think we’ve got enough? Every person takes a cut, ya know.”

      “Another girl?” Triton said in a complaining tone, walking in from the living room. His face was covered in pink, blue, and yellow brush strokes. A happy sun covered most of his forehead, and “loser” was written across his cheek.

      Aymie scoffed. “I’m just as capable as any guy.”

      “Well, sure, but can you run?”

      “Are you saying girls can’t run?”

      Triton glanced at Bailey, and she glared back. “Nope! Not saying anything like that or whatever. Girls are super cool.”

      Tayla poked her head into the room and waved shyly at Aymie, then disappeared. Joia, in the other room, yelled, “New girl, new girl, new girl!”

      Aayra walked in, closely followed by Marcel, talking about a new guide he had read, written by a current player, not in-game documentation.

      “Good,” Entin said, “you’re all here. Since we’re a guild, I think everyone should have a say in who we let in.”

      “Yer lettin’ us vote?” Bailey asked.

      “That’s the idea.”

      She crossed her arms and leaned against the wall next to the clown picture.

      “Do we have to have that in here?” he asked, pointing at the picture. “You’re going to scare the kids more than my stories.”

      “I vote to take it down,” Marcel said. “You guys didn’t see it in person. Dude, it has a tongue this long!” he said, spreading his hands apart as far as he could. “And it wrapped around my neck.”

      “We ain’t votin’ on the picture,” Bailey said. “I took it. It’s my decoration. We vote on important stuff.”

      “Fine,” Entin relented, “the picture can stay. We all get to decorate the guild with one thing, and if you want that to be a disturbing monster picture of me . . . alright.”

      She grinned. “I think it’s cute.”

      “You would,” Triton muttered, then tensed when Bailey gave him the stink eye.

      “That was in a dungeon?” Aymie asked, her voice holding an edge of uncertainty.

      “Ya. Can’t handle it?” Bailey asked.

      “I didn’t say that. It just doesn’t look like the monsters I’ve seen before.”

      “Dungeons have scary monsters!” Ohto said, running behind Bailey’s legs. “Run and hide.”

      Aymie raised her eyebrows. “You’re in the guild?”

      “I’m fastest Runner!”

      Entin laughed. “He’s a Dungeon Runner in training. You still have a few years to go, bud. But when you’re old enough, I’m sure you’ll lead your own team, like I do.”

      Ohto nodded vigorously.

      “Guys,” Entin said, “the more members we have, the more opportunity we have at completing dungeons. This is Aymie Avys. She’s a forager,” he said, thinking of what they had talked about on their way to the orphanage. “She’s explored half of the Wilds.”

      “I have business experience, too,” Aymie said.

      “What experience?” Bailey asked. “Don’t look like yer doin’ so well to me.”

      “I’ve helped Marley’s Fabrics, Dondon Sugar Plum, and have coordinated trade agreements with clothing stores. But . . . most of this was before we were digitized.”

      Entin summoned the logo Aymie had designed. “And she designed us a logo.”

      “Is that so?” Aayra said, taking the paper and studying it. “Hmm. It’s Dungeon Runners, with an S. Plural.”

      “I-I know,” Aymie said. “I’ll redo it.”

      “I don’t think that’s necessary. We’re each a Dungeon Runner. I think everyone should have a logo with colors that represent them. We can always draw an S on the main logo.”

      She handed the paper to Triton, who pinched his chin and studied the design by looking down his nose. “Yes, yes, individual logos,” he said in an academic tone, the logo upside-down. He discarded it with a flick of his wrist, and Marcel snatched it from the floor.

      “Well,” Entin said, “I vote yes. I think she can help the guild grow.”

      Triton shrugged, losing his act. “If our brilliant bossman is a yes, I’m a yes. Boom! Do I get a sticker? Something that says I voted?”

      Bailey humphed. “Yer just sayin’ that because ya got caught cheatin’. Ya think goin’ along with Entin will buy ya forgiveness.”

      “Is . . . it working?” Triton asked Entin.

      Entin replied with a very subtle nod that apparently everyone saw.

      “Ugh,” Bailey said.

      “Come on, Bailey,” Aayra said, “stop moping. Look at the benefits: we’ll have three girls. That’s fifty percent more, and it balances our team. Very important.

      “She also brings a wealth of business experience. I know contracts, but I really don’t know a lot about running a business. And you don’t know much about being a treasurer. We can learn from her.”

      A chime resonated within Entin’s mind, and everyone perked up at the same moment, obviously receiving the same notification.

      “Dudes! The dungeon ended,” Marcel said. “It’s the haunted house leaderboard gift.”

      “Leaderboard?” Aymie asked, seemingly happy for an interruption.

      Entin accepted the gift, and it appeared as a box decorated with wrapping paper that had cartoonish zombies on it.

      “Yeah,” he said, tapping the box, “groups who complete a dungeon with the highest score get a bonus reward.” The box expanded and shrunk three times before popping into green confetti.

      “Aw!” Bailey squeaked and jumped forward to catch a Naufling. “It’s a tiny zombie. And it’s so cute!”

      The zombie groaned a higher-than-expected pitch and wobbled to the edge of Bailey’s hand, oblivious to the long drop to the wooden floor. She giggled and caught it with her other hand.

      “What does it do?” Aayra asked.

      Entin summoned an Information Box.

      
        
        ¤ Morsitor [Unique Naufling]

        » Energy Requirement: 35

        » Trait Options: Radar, Watch Dog

        » A spirit creature that detects undead enemies within 100 feet. By default, this information is displayed on the map as a red dot. Enable the Watch Dog trait to be audibly notified of new enemies.

      

      

      “It detects the undead,” he said.

      Marcel summoned his own leaderboard gift, and it popped into confetti, launching the little undead zombie against the floor. “Would’ve been useful in the last dungeon,” he said, pinching the back of its collar and holding it up for inspection.

      Entin’s zombie hugged Bailey’s thumb, making her grin. She really did like Nauflings.

      Then it bit her.

      “Ouch!” she yelled, flinging it across the room at Aymie, who jerked in surprise, caught the fumbling dead thing, and crinkled her nose, holding it away from herself by its foot.

      “I think,” Aymie said, “I’d rather risk it. By the stars, it stinks. Can you wash them?” She handed it back to Bailey, who had lost her carefree energy, suddenly aware that Aymie was still in the room.

      Bailey took the Naufling, holding it by its arm. “I ain’t votin’ yes. We’ve got plenty on our plate as is. And splittin’ what we got with another’ll only take from us and the orphanage.”

      The zombie’s arm tore free, and the Naufling plunked against the floor. She gasped. “Oh no! Didn’t mean to hurt’cha, little zombie,” she said and tried to reattach the arm.

      “What about you, Marcel?” Entin asked.

      “Me? I don’t know. Bailey makes a good point. Can we afford more members? B-but you make a good point, too.”

      “I can pay,” Aymie said.

      Entin shook his head. “I don’t want an admission fee. There are a lot of potential members out there who have nothing. A fee would exclude them.”

      “My vote is yes,” Aayra said. “But why do you want to join so much that you’d pay?”

      Everyone looked at Aymie. She said, with confidence, “Because you’re the best. No one else has completed a dungeon, let alone three. And I think I can help. We all benefit.”

      Entin crossed his arms and thought. Voting would likely never be unanimous, which would always leave someone unhappy.

      “How about this,” he said, coming up with an idea that might placate Bailey and pave the way to new recruits because this was only the first of what he hoped would be many.

      “Getting a leaderboard gift,” he said, “means the Abruel Dungeon should have reset. The Limited 1 modifier won’t let us explore it without locking us out upon failure.”

      “Bossman’s onto something!” Triton said.

      “So we send Aymie in by herself to scout it out. If she can gather useful information, she’s in, no complaining.”

      Bailey glared at the floor.

      “Hey, she already has the majority vote. I don’t have to do this. It’s a compromise. If she can’t prove that she can pull her own weight,” he said, glancing at Aymie, “then she can’t join.”

      “A test?” she asked.

      “Yes, a recruitment test.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Entin crouched behind a bush and signaled Aymie to stop. They were in enemy territory now, just off the path that led to the Abruel Dungeon.

      As the guild leader, it was his responsibility to administer the recruitment test. Part of that was because it was his idea, and part of it was because he hadn’t delegated the responsibility yet.

      Bailey had wanted to come, but it didn’t make sense to have more than one person. There were other things in need of doing, such as scouting the new Troken Dungeon. Much to her dismay, Triton volunteered to help.

      Aayra and Marcel had other plans, which they said would help with future dungeon Runs. They were like the research and development department, the brains behind the operation.

      And so, everyone had a job to do.

      Entin watched a Gunthek patrol trudge slowly across the tangle of roots that covered the ground. Scouts were the most dented of the race, likely existing to provide fodder to players.

      “You don’t have to do that,” Aymie whispered.

      He looked back at her. She was crouched next to him, wearing her black cloak without her hood or mask. “Do what?”

      “It’s . . . Nevermind. I-it’s nothing.”

      He didn’t look away from her blue eyes. They had this sense of magnetism. Combined with the rest of her face, he couldn’t shake that odd sense of familiarity he had first felt when he heard her voice in the market.

      She tucked a lock of blonde-pink hair behind her ear and relented as if he had forced her, “You don’t have to baby me. That’s what I was going to say. They’re just scouts. But this is your thing, right? A test. I’m not accustomed to being out here with others.”

      Right. She was a forager who had gathered resources by herself. She had probably seen more Guntheks than all of the Dungeon Runners combined.

      But his caution wasn’t out of danger. A Runner who couldn’t escape a Gunthek was no Runner at all. “We don’t waste Stamina if we don’t have to,” he whispered. “Save it for the dungeon.”

      She made an Oh sound and nodded.

      The patrol moved on, as oblivious to the world as ever. He stood and quickly led the way to the stone ledge that obscured the dungeon’s entrance.

      Beyond, the trees twisted around the path that led into a small hollow, where a party of three stood in front of an opened portal, gearless. The ground was soaked. Tiny pools of water filled gaps in the tree roots.

      A tall fellow with long brown hair and olive-colored skin turned and raised an eyebrow. “Hey!” he said with excitement. “Are you Entin?” The others in his party spun: a guy and a girl.

      “Yeah?” Entin said.

      The leader did a fist pump and summoned his notepad. “Cogging dope! Can you sign this?”

      “Oh oh! Me too!” the girl said, opening her pink game screen. She had straight black hair and pale white skin. “Jared,” she whined, “how do you summon the writing thing?”

      The other guy in the party—a broad guy with short curly black hair and brown skin—rolled his eyes. “The portal,” he said in a deep voice, “is gonna close in thirty seconds.”

      “This won’t take that long,” the leader said.

      Entin exchanged a glance with Aymie, who stood to the side, arms crossed, wearing an odd expression. He shrugged and accepted the proffered pen and pad, then signed his name.

      “Mucho awesome,” the leader said, grinning at his pad. “So, you’re, like, Running the dungeon with just two?”

      Entin laughed. “No, she’s a scout to see what we’re up against. You only get one chance with this dungeon.”

      “That’s hella smart! Wish we thought of that before opening the dungeon.”

      “Ten seconds,” the other guy said.

      “Fine,” the girl said, “just ignore me.” She pressed her lips together and flicked her screen away, evidently aware they didn’t have enough time anymore.

      The leader saluted, then ushered his team into the portal, telling the girl he’d never ignore her, not in a million—

      His voice was cut off when the vertical waves spun together to reform into a white octahedron crystal. Four black crystals shifted to hover at forty-five-degree angles, shimmering in front of a misty backdrop of a smooth-cut stone.

      Aymie raised an eyebrow at him.

      “What?” Entin asked, a little self-conscious.

      “That happen often?”

      “Never,” he said, but he could certainly get used to it. People knew his name again, not V99-1, but Entin Soroy, the first Dungeon Runner.

      She stepped toward the floating crystals. “So, this is the dungeon?”

      “First time?”

      She nodded, not looking particularly excited to dive into an unknown world. “Just”—she took a breath—“tell me how I pass the test. It seems . . . subjective.”

      “It is,” he admitted.

      She humphed.

      “What can I say? I came up with it on the spot. I think the test will reveal two important things: your willingness to enter the dungeon by yourself and how resourceful you can be.

      “Fill your map as much as possible. Look for anything interesting or different. And when you run into monsters, read their Information Box so you can report on their abilities.”

      “What type of monsters?”

      “Could be anything, really. Undead, beasts, giant insects, or—”

      “— a clown version of yourself?”

      He frowned. “Sure. . . . That’s probably not typical, but you shouldn’t rule it out. I’ve seen a lot of strange monsters.”

      “Any other advice?”

      “Try not to die in the first few seconds?”

      “Helpful.”

      “I try,” he said and grinned.

      Aymie looked at him for a long moment. Her hands were balled into fists. She looked stubbornly terrified, as if she really didn’t want to do this but was putting on a brave face.

      “Look,” he said, “it’s just a dungeon. You’re way more experienced than any of us were before we attempted our first dungeon. You’ll do fine. Just take your time and hide if you must. Your goal is information. Nothing else.”

      She nodded, then summoned an Information Box on the dungeon. She tapped a second window that appeared, and the white crystal dissolved into blue and teal crashing waves that filled a newly formed rectangle.

      Unlike previous times, a rush of water sloshed out from the portal. It escaped through the twisting trees that made up the walls.

      “I take it,” Aymie said, observing his reaction, “that’s not normal?”

      “No. . . . But there’s a lot we don’t know about dungeons. It must be another water dungeon.” Could it be the same dungeon as the boss rush? Likely not. That portal didn’t have an outpouring of water when they opened it.

      She drew in a deep breath and set her shoulders back. Her eyes took on a sheen of determination, then she stepped forward.

      He grabbed her hand. “Whoa, don’t take your gear with you. You’ll lose everything when you die.”

      “It’s just a cloak. I can make another.”

      “That’s beside the point. Dungeon Runners don’t take anything of value into dungeons. Why waste it?”

      She considered this, then said, “Don’t look.”

      “What’s there to look at?” he asked with a laugh. She glared back. “Alright, alright, fine. I won’t look at you in shorts and a tee shirt. So risqué.” He turned around.

      She didn’t say anything. There was simply the soft splash of her cloak hitting the ground, then the portal closed.
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        * * *

      

      Entin paced within the small space of roots and trees. He touched the wall, spun, then marched eight steps to the other side and repeated the process, all the while holding Aymie’s cloak.

      When he had recovered it from a muddy puddle, it was soaked. But after a minute, the water and dirt turned into pixels and dispersed.

      It now had a nice floral scent. No, he didn’t stick his nose into the fabric and inhale deeply; he wasn’t a cogging creep. It was just noticeably present.

      Aymie had been in the dungeon for just over ten minutes now, and in that time, his mind had explored all the implications of other Runners attempting dungeons.

      In only a few days, the idea of a Dungeon Runner went from being a joke to a serious profession. He had paved the way for others to pursue the plentiful resources in dungeons, though that was not his intention.

      Successfully Running a dungeon was no small feat. In fact, a lot of it felt like luck. He killed the giant hummingbird by accident. His goal, at the time, was to distract the boss, not kill it.

      If the haunted house required killing the mini-bosses, they wouldn’t have succeeded. Even so, they were within seconds of failing. And if that had happened, the orphanage would be gone.

      Seconds. . . .

      That was way too cogging close. They got lucky. And they couldn’t keep relying on luck because luck wouldn’t always fall in their favor.

      The guild needed to grow.

      More teams attempting each dungeon would radically increase their chances of success. Even if the dungeon couldn’t be completed, they could find prime treasures and solve their puzzles.

      His thoughts were interrupted by a rush of pixels that formed in front of the dungeon. Aymie made it fourteen minutes, which, for her first dungeon and a more difficult dungeon at that, was quite impressive.

      He started to tell her, then froze.

      Eizel Oqerton—the girl he had a secret crush on for years; the girl that was like a shining star at the center of the colony; the girl that Bailey hated so much—stood in front of the dungeon crystals, drawing in lungfuls of air.

      She looked at him and smiled radiantly. “That was . . . I had no idea such places existed! It was like stepping into an entirely new world.”

      A giggle escaped, and she pressed a knuckle to her mouth. “I wish I could go back in,” she said in a yearning voice, then seemed to register his expression. “Oh! Don’t worry, I got some good information I think everyone will—”

      “Eizel?”

      She jerked, eyes wide. Her entire demeanor changed in an instant. She grabbed the ends of her hair and found them to be brunette, not blonde and pink, the colors of Aymie.

      She quickly looked around herself and down the curving entrance to the dungeon. Her hands started to shake, and her breathing became erratic.

      Seeing the sudden transformation—from excited joy to panic and fear—made Entin only want to fix the problem. She was fine a second ago until her identity was revealed.

      With that thought, he handed her the cloak.

      She equipped it, then took two steps away and leaned against the wall, a hand touching her chest.

      He didn’t know what to do.

      This was Eizel! Anything to do with her made his brain turn to sap. But this wasn’t about him. She was simply a person that was suffering from some unknown ailment.

      He approached—banishing his own insecurities—and gently pressed his hand to her back. She didn’t pull away, so he made a circular motion like his mother had done for him when life seemed unbearably hard.

      “You’re okay,” he said in what he hoped sounded like a soothing voice, “just breathe.” The words were as much for him as they were for her, and he followed the advice, drawing in deep breaths through his nose and exhaling.

      They remained that way for a few minutes, listening to each other inhale and exhale, a rhythm that grew slower and more even with time.

      Eizel stepped away and faced him, her expression conflicted yet serious. “You can’t tell anyone. Promise me you won’t tell anyone.”

      “I promise,” he said automatically.

      “No one,” she said. “Not your guild or friends or anyone else. Promise.”

      “I promise,” he said again, this time with intent. Whatever secret Eizel wanted him to keep, he’d be the master of it to his digital grave.

      She relaxed and nodded. Her eyes drifted downward, studying the entwining roots and puddles long enough for the silence to become awkward.

      “So,” he started.

      “I understand if you don’t want me in your guild anymore,” she said quietly. “I lied about who I am.”

      “I don’t care about that.”

      “You don’t?” she said, looking up.

      “I’m mostly curious why you want to join. You’re an Oqerton, a Founding member. You don’t need to join my fledgling guild; you could start your own.”

      She grimaced. “I have my reasons.”

      That meant she wasn’t going to tell him. She was a puzzle, and his mind naturally sifted through every interaction he had with her, eager to solve the mystery. Those thoughts, however, paused on something terrible.

      “Cogs,” he said in horror, stepping back, “I kicked you in the market. I’m so sorry!”

      “That was my fault,” she said quickly. “I shouldn’t have grabbed you like that.” She had a pained, apologetic expression, looking different from the girl he had watched from afar.

      This was Eizel, but . . . not. She seemed vulnerable and scared, and for reasons his cross-wired of a brain couldn’t decipher, she needed his help.

      That decided it. “You can’t tell Bailey,” he finally said. “She hates you.”

      “She does? Wait, y-you’re letting me join?” She chanced a smile.

      “You passed my test, assuming you have some information to share about the dungeon?”

      She nodded excitedly. “I do! By the stars, it was amazing. I just hope you know how to swim.”

      Which he most certainly did not.
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      Aayra followed Aymie into a small shop owned by an old Lumarian man with green hair and eyes. He bade them a warm welcome and invited them to look around.

      “You didn’t have to join me,” Aymie said, looking over her shoulder. She wore her black cloak with eighteen patches, one more than before.

      It was impractical to wear a cloak and have to keep it repaired. But people were impractical. There was no helping that.

      “Obviously, I did,” Aayra said, taking in the room. Twenty-two fishing poles lined one wall. Seven of them were large, eleven seemed to be the default length, and only four were created for children.

      The aisles featured forty-seven different baits in an assortment of colors, shimmering metal lures, hooks, and lines sorted by their strength, appropriate fish listed next to each.

      There were portable chairs, canopies, and large umbrellas; potions for water breathing, fish sense, and Fishing +1; towels, lotions, and swimming suits; and the thing they were there for: water monster repellent.

      “It’s a guild expense,” Aayra explained, hoping the guild’s three scyl would be enough. “Someone has to pay for it, and we’re not expecting you to. I’m filling in for Bailey, our treasurer.”

      Aymie tensed. She was evidently imagining shopping with the only person in the guild that stood resolutely against her joining.

      But what Aayra wanted to know was where Bailey had gone. She and Triton were supposed to check out the new Troken Dungeon and return.

      Maybe the two of them were doing just that, but they should have been back an hour and thirteen minutes ago. Being late was one thing; not replying to messages was an entirely different thing.

      It was only irritating because Aayra would have preferred to continue her experiments in the Wilds with Marcel, who had been suspiciously helpful.

      They had, conclusively, ruled out offensive language as a means to control aggro distance. She used every mean word she knew, and she knew a lot of mean words.

      Aymie picked up a gray, orange-spotted egg from a shelf. “This is the monster repellent?” she asked the shop owner, an edge of uncertainty in her voice.

      “Hmm?” The old man looked up from his game screen. “Oh, yes. It’s a Kleden Egg. Despite how it looks, it’s not from an animal. They grow on cliffs from arid Lands.

      “You can eat it, but take it from an old man who has tried his fair share of disgusting foods, don’t. To use it, crack the side on something hard and throw it as far as you can manage. It smells worse than it tastes.”

      “It comes from another Land?” Aymie asked.

      “Oh, yes!”

      “How do you get there?”

      The Lumarian man raised an eyebrow. “Don’t you know? To get to another Land, you use a-a-a-a-a-a-a-a—” He abruptly cut off and stared ahead at nothing.

      “What happened?” Aayra asked.

      “I have no idea,” Aymie said with a frown, waving a hand in front of the Lumarian man. He jerked, and she jumped back.

      “Welcome to the Dragon’s Dive!” the old man said with a smile. “Please look around. Oh! Is that a Kleden Egg? Did you know they are used to ward off water monsters and attract fish?”

      Aayra exchanged a look with Aymie before asking, “How much is it?” She hated it when stores didn’t list their prices.

      “It depends, my girl.”

      “On. . .?”

      “Whether you’re buying anything else, of course! I like to reward my customers, that I do. Maybe you want more than one egg? Maybe a swimming suit? They’re enchanted, you know, to increase your maneuverability and speed. Try some on. What’s the harm?”

      “We’re not in a hurry, are we?” Aymie asked. She had a conflicting sense of eagerness about her, like this was fun but also something else.

      It only took three more seconds to understand. She was trying too hard. Everything she did held a weight. The real her slipped out from beneath her social mask whenever she got excited.

      Obviously, the prospect of trying on new swimming suits was somehow exciting.

      “I guess not,” Aayra said. The others weren’t expecting them at the lake for another forty-seven minutes. It would only take thirteen minutes to get there, so they had time.

      Aymie smiled and placed the Kleden Egg back on the shelf, then quickly grabbed four swimming suits. “Besides my recruitment test,” she said, “I haven’t been swimming since . . . before that dreadful day.”

      She pressed an orange swimming suit against Aayra’s chest and hummed thoughtfully.

      “I really don’t like the idea of swimming,” Aayra said. “What’s supposed to be enjoyable about submerging yourself in something that can kill you?”

      Aymie laughed. “That’s a different perspective to have.” She led Aayra to a changing room and closed the door behind them. “Here, equip this,” she said, handing over the orange swimming suit. “Just engage the contract.”

      Aayra considered the bright material, then shrugged. She summoned an Information Box and tapped Accept on a pop-up window, asking if she’d like to enable the five-minute trial.

      Her default clothes shifted away. The brown pixels faded while orange ones formed tightly against her skin.

      “Oh, wow,” she said to her reflection. The material stretched across her form with thin slits over her stomach, revealing her navel.

      Aymie grinned. “By the stars, Aayra, you look great. Do you think a bikini would be over the top?” The black cloak shifted away to reveal a slender Aymie wearing a red top and bottom.

      “You . . . might kill one of the guys.”

      “You think?”

      They both laughed.

      Aymie equipped a different swimming suit, this one lime green that ended in a pair of black shorts. “Hmm. I like this. It’s not so revealing. But I don’t think chartreuse is my color.”

      Aayra didn’t agree. Aymie was the type of girl that could make any color look good. “What about the last suit?”

      “This?” Aymie asked, holding out the blue material with golden flowers. “I saw this and thought Bailey might want one. I heard she likes flowers.”

      “Peace offering?”

      “Something like that. . . . By the Maker, I don’t know what I did to get under her skin. But a present might help. Think she’ll like it?”

      “Hardly matters unless you’re buying, of course. We just spent most of our money to acquire the guildhall. Swimming suits aren’t high on our priority list.”

      “Oh? Then I might have an idea.”

      The girl stepped out of the changing booth, still wearing the swimming suit. She was like a fashion model, walking with purpose up to the shop owner.

      Aayra quickly followed.

      “Lovely!” the Lumarian man said, dismissing his game screen and standing. “You both look stunning in those swimming suits. Would you like to bundle them with the Kleden Egg?”

      “Truth be told,” Aymie said, exuding the type of confidence that was evidently trained into her in business school, “I have a different offer in mind.”

      “Color this old man interested! What type of offer would that be?”

      “The business sort, of course.”
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      Entin and Ausemnie led everyone—those who wanted to take a field trip outside the city’s walls—to Roya Lake. This proved difficult, given all the stories he had told about the scary Wilds.

      “But the monsters!” they had protested, not too keen on meeting their literal nightmares, even under the protection of sunlight. Monsters were monsters.

      But this was their world. It wouldn’t help them to grow up afraid of the outside. It was best to learn that such fears would only hinder them.

      When they reached the lake, the scintillating water stretched further than all of the Garentin’s water tanks combined. The kids gasped, never having seen the impossibility of a real lake before.

      Insects buzzed. Wind sifted through long plant stalks, each with a large white flower at the top. It smelled like the aquaponics dome, everything holding a slight dampness, mixed with fresh air and the myriad scents of flowers.

      He summoned his game screen. His newly equipped Timberwood Spiritfish swam through the gathered fragments of blue, and a pink flower grew, obscuring some of the data.

      There were no new messages.

      Bailey and Triton should be here, but they had gone radio silent. One part of him was annoyed, and the other was worried. But it wasn’t like they could get seriously injured or die. Whatever they were doing, they’d be fine.

      “Big- big- water!” Ohto yelled.

      Ausemnie caught him before he could run out of reach. “Not yet, you little stinker. There are monsters in the water.”

      “I brave,” he said. “I be bestest Dungeon Runner. No fear water monster.”

      “No!” Tayla yelled. “I am the bestester Dungeon Runner. I’m not afraid o-of the monsters!”

      “You both,” Entin said, “are very brave. You’ll make great Dungeon Runners someday. But you need to remember that we don’t fight monsters. We . . .”

      “. . . run and hide,” they said in unison.

      “Correct! You two are so smart.”

      “And me?” Joia asked. “I punchy monster in da face!” She clenched her fists tight and grinned wildly, eyes wide.

      “No punch!” Ohto said. “Run and hide.”

      “Unless,” Aayra said, leading Aymie to their rendezvous point—Entin’s chest tightened, knowing Eizel was beneath the facade—“you’re a Distractor. Then you obviously punch all the monsters on the nose and lead them away.”

      “I distratter!” Joia yelled and stuck her tongue out at Ohto.

      Entin laughed, then looked to Aayra. “Did you get it?”

      She nodded. “We got everything. You should have been there. Aymie was . . . amazing.”

      “It wasn’t that big of a deal,” Aymie said from beneath her black hood.

      “She’s too modest. The shop owner of the Dragon’s Dive doesn’t set any prices. I could see the dollar signs in his eyes, wanting to upsell us on everything.

      “But then Aymie redesigned his swimming suits to make them sell better and got him to give us everything for free!

      “Dragon’s Dive is our first business sponsor. We just need to add their logo to our guild shop and refer customers. If people use the coupon code Dungeon Runners, they save ten percent, and we earn ten percent.”

      Huh. There was that affiliate marketing again. Except this time, they could use it to earn money. “What’s everything?” Entin asked.

      Aymie stepped forward and summoned her red game screen. “I know you don’t take items with you into the dungeon, but you only get one chance. And these didn’t cost us anything.”

      She withdrew a pair of black shorts with curving white and blue lines down the sides. He took it and opened an Information Box.

      
        
        ¤ Gray Swimming Trunks

        » Durability: 100/100/100

        » Perk: Swimming +1

      

      

      Aymie watched him, a light smile on her lips. “It increases your speed in the water. Equip it. We have one for each Dungeon Runner.”

      She looked at all the kids, who were watching with anticipation, and frowned. “Oh, I’m sorry. I couldn’t get everyone a swimming suit. But if we can find the material, I can make more.”

      “That’s kind,” Ausemnie said, “but the kids don’t need swimming suits. I think they’ll be perfectly happy with their default clothing. Right?”

      “I want swim dress!” Joia said.

      “Dress for water?” Tayla asked.

      “Dresses are dented,” Ohto said, digging his pink toes into the dirt. “I want to play in water.”

      Entin equipped the clothing, which replaced his default brown shirt and shorts with just the swimming trunks.

      Aymie’s eyes traced down the front of him, her eyebrows a tinge higher.

      He crossed his arms over his abs, which were earned from the arduous physical training all pilots underwent. A fit body, a fit mind.

      Warmth spread up his neck and bit at his cheeks and ears. Eizel—beneath her disguise—was checking him out. “A-and the repellent?” he asked.

      Aayra withdrew an egg? It was gray, the shell rough with little orange dots across it. “Only have to crack it and throw it.”

      She held it out, and Grenden snatched it. “I’ll do it!” he shouted, then Isan chased after him, saying he was the better thrower, which prompted Ohto to do the same.

      “Boys,” Ausemnie said, “that’s expensive. Or . . . would be expensive if we bought it.”

      None of this made it to the boys. Grenden cracked the egg against a smooth rock. Isan grabbed for it. And Ohto found himself sandwiched in the middle, which happened to be where the egg fell when neither of the older boys succeeded at holding it.

      Ohto froze, his mouth open, his nose crinkled. Bright blue slime slid down his face, droplets making it into his mouth. He sputtered and wiped his tongue on his sleeve, eyes watering.

      The smell was immediate. It distorted the air, making everything wave and shift behind it. The kids coughed and spit.

      Joia yelled, “Ohto stinky fart face!”

      Grenden laughed hysterically, holding his sides. Isan grabbed Ohto under the arm, and the two brothers sprinted to the lake and launched Ohto into the water two dozen feet away.

      Ausemnie gasped, holding her nose. “He doesn’t know how to swim!”

      The precise moment Ohto crashed into the lake, something massive bolted away. A purple and black fin momentarily broke the surface. Water burst into the air, turning into a mist that refracted sunlight, making a temporary rainbow.

      Waves formed and clapped against each other. And a current seemed to pull at Ohto, who was gasping and waving his arms.

      Aymie crashed into the water. Her black cloak dissolved to matching pixels that faded while red pixels clung to her skin, forming into her swimming suit that was far more revealing than her default brown shorts and shirt.

      After three splashing steps, she dove and glided forward. She had the perfect form, her arms sliding through the surface, then scooping the water and propelling herself faster.

      In less than ten seconds, she had closed the distance to Ohto and hooked an arm around his chest. She was now swimming backward, whispering something into the boy’s ear to get him to stop squirming.

      Aayra grinned. “Like I said, she’s amazing. I don’t care what anyone else says. She’s in the guild. We’d be cogging dull sprockets if we didn’t let her join.”

      Entin didn’t need anyone to tell him that. But watching her swim with confidence and speed had only filled his stomach with a sense of dread.

      Despite her swimming skills, she had died in the Abruel Dungeon. Dungeons held no guarantees. There would always be risks. And, as seemed to be the case more often than not, he felt terribly unprepared.
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        * * *

      

      Once the monsters had clearly abandoned the area, the smart kids were less apprehensive about playing in a giant bathtub.

      Aymie stayed with Ohto for a bit, showing the little bugger how to float. “You can’t drown if you know how to float,” she had said.

      Joia and Tayla made sand castles. Grenden and Isan wrestled in the water. Ausemnie and Ziera laid out blankets and started unpacking snacks for a late lunch.

      Dantic stood off to the side where he held his fishing pole and slowly reeled it in with more patience than seemed realistic. He looked the part, mirroring other fishermen that had gathered around the bend.

      Aayra changed into her swimming suit, which was bright orange except for a dark blue section that weaved around her stomach, featuring little revealing slits.

      Marcel wore lime green swimming trunks. “I-I’m gonna read a g-guide,” he stammered, looking two feet from Aayra’s left bare shoulder.

      “That’s obviously really smart,” she said. “What guide is that? Maybe I should read it.”

      He wouldn’t look at her, his cheeks turning darker. “U-underwater Basics and Water Travel and Sea Monsters to Know”—he looked at her—“a-a-and Common Lake Monsters.”

      Aayra seemed to like the idea of studying about swimming more than the act of doing it. She followed a very stiff-looking Marcel to the blankets, so they could study together.

      Entin chuckled.

      Well, the best way to learn was to jump in. That had always served him well. His fish, seemingly knowing his intent, bobbed up and down to show its approval.

      The sand gave way to each step, millions of tan-colored bits sliding underfoot. Water rolled up across the beach, the edge a foamy white, then it receded, leaving behind a curving trail of bubbles to pop and slowly disappear until the next wave replaced it.

      He ran out into the lake, mirroring Eizel, and dove once the cool water had reached his thighs. The force of it sent him sliding effortlessly through the liquid that seemed to defy gravity.

      It almost felt like he was in space again, out where the fighterships were stored vertically, set far away from the artificial grav-drives. Getting into his ship had always required careful navigation through a maze of scaffolding.

      After gliding deeper into the water, he kicked off the lake’s bottom and surfaced a moment later. He drew in a breath, then was immediately pulled back down. That was not like being in space.

      Every movement he made changed his direction. Space did not react to such movements, only force, which he could use to control his angle.

      But not here. Here, the water pressed in on all sides, and even the smallest movements shifted him in the wrong direction.

      He wanted something to kick off of, something to redirect him back toward the shore where he could be less of a cogging idiot and take things slower. But now the lake’s bottom was too far below.

      He triggered Dash, and the world blurred. It snapped back with him above the surface, water spraying out from all around, then he plunged back down into the depths, lost in all the bubbles and shadows, twisting and kicking.

      Primal fear shot down his spine. It was mixed with the need to breathe and a silent timer counting down to his death.

      Death.

      The eternal end.

      This single consuming thought ping-ponged through his mind, blocking all other thoughts. It pushed him to swim, but every time he reached up, he went down!

      The cycle persisted, demanding more effort to overcome the obstacle. Use more strength! He just wasn’t trying hard enough. He just wasn’t—

      His fish bopped him on the nose, which sprouted a bright pink flower. Everything stopped, which allowed a sliver of a thought to manifest over the seizing fear and survival instincts.

      He couldn’t die.

      That was obvious, but it didn’t seem obvious a second ago while his mortal mind grasped the concept of ending.

      His muscles relaxed. His thoughts untangled. And in his mind’s eye, he saw Aymie instructing Ohto on how to float.

      With small movements—gentle kicks, gentle waves—Entin rose toward the surface. In seconds, he broke free of his watery grave and drew in a deep breath, which filled his chest with a sense of giddy accomplishment.

      His heart slowed.

      His breathing slowed.

      His fish jumped over him.

      And he drifted like the majestic Lands, so far above, that promised great adventure if only he could find a way to get to them.

      Something wrapped his chest!

      He jerked and tensed and nearly triggered Wall Kick, stopping only when the words, “Just relax,” slipped from Aymie’s lips and found their way into his ear.

      Her body was pressed up against his back, her hand on his chest. She was working to pull him back toward the shore.

      Relax? His heart thrashed! He wanted to panic all over again. This was Eizel, who had apparently thought he needed saving.

      “Entin drowning!” Ohto yelled.

      “He’s not drowning,” Marcel said from the beach. “He’s testing his skills in the deep end. That’s what a leader does.”

      Eizel slowed and helped Entin stand. The water here was just over four feet deep.

      “Umm, thanks,” he said, sliding out of her embrace. Part of him wanted to swim back to the perilous deep end and get rescued again, another part wanted to hide beneath the water so she couldn’t see his ears burning, and the last part reminded him—yet again—that he was dating Bailey.

      This last thought cut through all the others. This wasn’t a cogging date! They were training to tackle an important dungeon.

      “You,” she said with a half grin, pointing, “have a flower on your nose.”

      So he did. It burst into pixels when he touched it. His fish swam in the air next to him, somehow looking smug for saving him a trip back from the cemetery.

      Aymie glanced at the others, then swiped her waterlogged blonde-pink hair behind an ear. She stepped close and whispered, “I really wasn’t trying to make you look bad.”

      “Look bad?”

      “In front of your guild.”

      He laughed. She had gone out of her way to help him and was now apologizing for how it looked. What a ridiculous thing to apologize for.

      She considered him like she had earlier that day before attempting the Abruel Dungeon. It seemed like she was measuring him against something, and the two things weren’t aligning.

      “Did you even need help?” she asked, water dripping from her chin. Her blue eyes were locked on his, doing their cogging best to drive his thoughts out of his brain.

      He started to say No, but his fish was nodding vigorously. Traitor, he thought. Well, he wasn’t much for lying anyway.

      “Probably,” he said. “But I did just learn how to float, which I consider a win. I’m unsure if I would have floated to shore . . . or farther into the lake.”

      “You don’t know how to swim at all?”

      “Nope. That’s why we’re here.”

      She smiled. “Then I have a lot to teach you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      They walked back to the orphanage under a vibrant sky set ablaze in reds and oranges. The kids talked excitedly about rocks they had found and why their rock was better than the others.

      Ausemnie led the way, a contented smile on her face. That lasted until she saw the beggars—kids and adults alike—who were obviously hungry, watching the passersby with eyes that no longer held the flicker of hope.

      They seemed to be in a daze.

      Entin hated that look. He could see Ausemnie weigh their current resources against helping another child. Her expression turned pained, and she continued forward.

      Until now, it had been a constant struggle to keep the orphanage and provide what little food they had to those under their care. But it wasn’t enough. These people needed help, too.

      That was his goal: to give hope where it had died, to see these people smile again, to elevate them to a place where they weren’t drowning in their sorrow and guilt for surviving where others hadn’t.

      And that was why he trained.

      Entin sneaked a glance at Aymie and found her looking at him beneath her hooded cloak. He jerked and pretended the booth next to him was overly fascinating.

      Strips of ornate fabric—some red, some black—were scantly draped on mannequins in suggestive poses. Lingerie. . . .

      His fish swam around exposed thighs.

      The woman behind the table perked up and smiled. “Looking for something for a special someone in your life?”

      “Oh, umm, no. I’m good. But thanks?”

      He pushed forward, nearly certain he heard Aymie laugh quietly but dared not look lest he did something else terribly dented.

      At least while she had drilled everyone in the different swimming styles—breaststroke, sidestroke, backstroke, and front crawl—he could focus on learning and not her: her mysterious reasons for being there or her mind-numbing swimming suit.

      They had trained until swimming was as natural as running, which said a lot. Once the basics clicked in his mind, gliding through the water became something new and exciting.

      Aayra only entered the lake when she learned that everyone could hold their breaths for exactly five minutes. They practiced sitting at the bottom of the lake, where they could watch schools of fish attracted by the monster repellent.

      They also discovered that utility skills in the water behaved differently. The labels remained the same, but using them did unexpected things.

      The most notable of these changes was the first variant of Slide. It shot him downward, treating the water as if it were a decline. The other skills moved him the same distance and speed had he been on dry ground, useful for dodging attacks.

      But now that they weren’t training, all the questions surrounding Eizel loomed.

      Somehow, this rich girl from a Founders family had explored half the Wilds as a forager. Why? And yet, she kept up her social appearance, designing clothes for the colony’s most popular girls.

      None of it made any sense.

      He wanted to know everything about her: why she needed to be a Dungeon Runner, why she had created Aymie Avys, why she was searching the Wilds, and why him.

      But this wasn’t the place for that.

      He pushed those questions away and thought of Bailey, who had been gone all day long. With a swipe of his index and middle fingers, his game screen materialized from fragments of blue.

      No messages.

      Entin-mini waved.

      Worry was starting to set in, but there was nothing to worry about. At any time, Bailey and Triton could choose an emergency death and respawn in the city.

      But . . . this was a new world with many unknowns. That was what kept the unease twisting in his gut. What if they were trapped somewhere, unable to send messages or escape?

      That thought cycled in his brain until the troop of orphans and Dungeon Runners marched through the small guildhall shop and fanned out into the living room.

      A fire in the hearth was already burning, and an updated song played in the background, one similar to the previous tavern, which gave the place a warm and inviting feel.

      Caleb, back from his market Runs, sat in the far corner where he could look out the window and watch people. Farlan was likely out on a date or trying to find a party. Suma sat at the main table with her purple game screen open.

      “Should I be here?” Aymie asked from the doorway. She had lowered her hood.

      “Obviously,” Aayra said. “Cogs and sprockets, you’re a Dungeon Runner now, and this is our guildhall. Unless you don’t want to join us. . . .”

      “I do!” Aymie said. “I just don’t want to impose, is all. If it’s easier, I can go home.”

      “This is home,” Entin said automatically, then a realization dawned on him, and he glanced at her. Eizel Oqerton would be living here.

      He swallowed hard.

      Aayra smiled. “Good! Because you are one of us. Literally. I already paid the scyl to add you to the guild’s roster, which provides an extra bed and additional Stash space. I don’t care what Bailey says. We needed the girl power.”

      Tayla ran up and grabbed Aymie’s hand, pulling her into the living room. “Hi! I’m Tayla. I’m five. How old are you?”

      “Almost eighteen,” Aymie said with a laugh, letting the little girl drag her to a wall covered in sheets of paper with crayon drawings.

      Everyone else was getting ready for dinner. Grenden and Isan shoved tables and chairs together, with Ohto mimicking them to be helpful.

      “Fish!” Dantic exclaimed, withdrawing long rainbow fish from his inventory and handing them to the kids. “Here you go. Hold your hands out, Joia. This one’s big!”

      “I strong!” she yelled, then caught a fish larger than her in a bearhug before running off, laughing.

      Ausemnie sighed, rolling her eyes.“Don’t give them to the kids. Joia, bring it to me so I can cook it.”

      “No hurt my fish,” Joia said. She hefted the fish up and held it horizontally beneath her arm. “Want to be food, Fishy?” she asked, then hopped up and down to get the mouth to flap. She said, in a lower voice, “Don’t eat me! I good fish.”

      “It’s dead,” Ausemnie said.

      Joia’s mouth fell open, mirroring the fish. She shook her head aggressively, then ran up the stairs.

      Dantic grinned sheepishly. “Do . . . you want a fish?” he asked Ausemnie. “The lake is cogging full of them. The monster repellent made it so much easier to catch fish than in the city.”

      “How many did you catch?”

      “Thirteen! We could sell some, right?”

      Ausemnie’s eyebrows lifted. “Really? We won’t make as much as before the update, but we could probably trade some for other ingredients. I’ll take whatever you have.”

      Dantic tapped his screen a few times, evidently performing a proximity trade, then swiped his screen away.

      “Now,” she said, “go get the other fish back from the kids before they do durability damage.”

      Suma smirked and tossed her long black hair over a shoulder. “That’ll be, like, harder than catching them in the first place. Good luck with that.”

      “Suma,” Ausemnie said slowly, emphasizing her name, “go help him.”

      “Ugh, really truly?” Suma said. “I’m busy.”

      “Doing what?”

      “Finding another job,” she said bitterly. “You know those people that aren’t people? Lumies. Yeah, well, they are willing to work for nearly nothing. So I got replaced.”

      “Dude,” Marcel said, “join the Dungeon Runners.” He turned and looked at Entin. “She can join, right?”

      “I don’t want to run,” Suma said. “Or fight monsters. I’ve heard the stories. But . . . I could attend the shop?”

      “We don’t got anything to sell.”

      “Not yet,” Entin said, grabbing a chair and withdrawing his notes. His fish looked over the scribbled ideas of potential services. It flipped a fin at them, then swam away, apparently finding the ideas wanting. “How much were you making from your job?”

      Suma shrugged. “Not much. Fifteen chyps a day. But it was consistent.”

      That was a scyl and a half per week. Adding her to the guild would cost a scyl a month plus a portion of their earnings.

      He could already hear Bailey’s objections, especially if Suma didn’t participate in Running dungeons. But maybe they didn’t need to add her as a guild member. The guild could have employees.

      “I could pay that. . . .” he said thoughtfully, rubbing his chin.

      Aayra rolled her eyes. “That’s not how a business works. The cost must come out of what the business earns, not your portion.”

      “But less red tape,” he said. Taking a risk on someone was a whole lot easier than asking everyone to take that same risk. “And, if you haven’t noticed, we’re missing a few people for a vote.”

      “Where are they?” Aayra asked.

      “I don’t know,” he admitted, trying to not let his unease seep into his voice. “I’m sure they’re fine. They’ll burst through the door, all grins, with a story to tell.”

      “Story?” Ohto asked, pulling himself out of a brawl with Grenden and Isan. “I want story!”

      “It’s dinner time,” Ausemnie said. “No stories until you’re in bed. Come on. Joia!” she yelled up the stairs. “We’re eating!”

      “I no eat fish!” Joia yelled back.

      Dantic, who had returned from his courageous adventure empty-handed, grimaced. “I-I tried. She really likes Danto.”

      “She named it Danto?” Ausemnie asked, unimpressed. She withdrew plates of food, each featuring buttered fish and vegetables.

      “After me! I-I think she should keep it. I can catch more. As many as we need.”

      Tayla pulled Aymie to the table, all smiles. “You sit there. I sit here. You like fish?”

      “Yes,” Aymie said. “It looks yummy.”

      “Fish make you strong like Dungeon Runner. I eat fish, so I be fastest.”

      “I fastester!” Ohto yelled from across the table, standing on his chair, pointing his fork. The two went back and forth on who would eat more of the fish and grow to be the strongest.

      Aayra frowned at the front door, which remained shut. “We can’t wait on them,” she said. “Given our success, everyone is trying the same thing. There are even groups of adventurers that have started leaving their gear behind so they can tackle dungeons without the risk. If we wait too long, we might not get a chance at any of the prime treasures.”

      Entin feared the same thing. There had already been a group that afternoon attempting to capture the dungeon’s resources before anyone else.

      But they only had three available Runners. What were the chances that Bailey and Triton didn’t return by morning? “It’s too bad,” he said, “that Aymie can’t join us.”

      “She can,” Marcel said with excitement. He summoned his game screen, swiped and tapped, then turned it for all to see the Dungeon Crawler Guide.

      He pointed to a highlighted section. “We just need someone in the party to give up their ability to enter the dungeon.”

      All heads turned to Suma.

      Entin smiled. “Still want a job?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Early morning came.

      Bailey and Triton were still gone.

      That nagging ball of worry in Entin’s stomach had grown and transformed into something ugly. Running his Stamina down before a dungeon wasn’t smart, but he had to know where they were.

      Was Bailey mad at him for not siding with her on the vote to let Aymie into the guild? No . . . she wouldn’t avoid him like this. She wouldn’t make everyone worry for her.

      Bailey didn’t sulk.

      She wasn’t passive-aggressive.

      She was the type that exploded and then cooled off quickly. It was never a secret how she felt. This was entirely unlike her, and that little fact fueled his fear.

      Practically anything could have happened. Maybe the game world glitched. Maybe the hardware in the physical world lost power or broke.

      No one lived in the colony anymore, which meant, no one could maintain the equipment other than the Keeper, the AI, the master of their fate. And should it fail. . .?

      One unaccounted surge could fry their mind capsules or destroy the hard drives. In a snap of a finger, any of them could disappear . . . be erased.

      But the likelihood of that happening to only Bailey and Triton at the same time was near impossible. That thought gave him hope.

      He and his Timberwood Spiritfish searched every dark nook and cranny of the still-sleeping city, places Bailey liked to go to get away from everyone.

      His fish—adept at uncovering secrets—found hidden passageways, shortcuts, and access points to places below the city. Curiosity burned, but Bailey wouldn’t even know about these places.

      When his search came up empty, he went to the Troken Dungeon. Dungeons were instanced, so it wasn’t like he could find her here, but it might hold a clue.

      At this early hour—the music of the Wilds still playing its lullaby—no one was here. His fish swam around the dungeon crystals, drawn to it as a secret entrance to an unknown world.

      
        
        ¤ Troken Dungeon [Unique · Rank 1]

        » Dungeon Reset: 17h 8m

        » Leaderboard: Unclaimed

        » Modifiers: None

      

      

      He stared at the green screen, its border featuring golden flowers. The dungeon’s information was presented in crisp white letters. Despite having reset yesterday, it was already nearly ready to reset again.

      The other abnormality was the complete lack of prime treasures. Until now, there had been no dungeons without at least one prime treasure.

      Now, he wondered what made it so different. But an instinctual worry gave him pause. “Think the dungeon’s glitched?” he asked his fish.

      It considered the question as well as any fish could, then continued to seek out anything of interest, which included the white mist that flowed out from the smooth-cut stone.

      A smart leader would request one of his followers to arrive and wait outside. He did the next best thing and sent a guild message so everyone knew his last position and intent.

      With that handled, he tapped the Accept button on the dungeon’s dialog box. The white crystal dissolved into crashing waves, no different than any other portal.

      His startled fish zipped back to swim near his shoulder again, looking none-too-pleased.

      Entin smiled, and he stepped through.

      After the brush of chilling water slid over his form, his toes touched firm rock. The dungeon was dark except for the flickering of yellow-orange flame guys, burning without their typical glass enclosures. Their curious eyes watched him.

      He stood within a tunnel with a cart rail down the center. The walls were chipped and chiseled. The air had an earthy, smoky smell to it.

      A tapping sort of rhythmic music echoed down the tunnel as if people were mining and humming while they worked.

      He crept forward until he came across something sticking out from the wall.

      
        
        ¤ Lesser Iron Node [Mineable]

        × Requires Pickaxe

        » Natural resource of raw iron, which can be processed into Iron Ingots for crafting.

      

      

      It would seem that this dungeon instance was resource-focused. There were no sounds of monsters. Maybe they were further into the mine or only came out once a threshold of mined resources had been hit.

      He let out a breath and slumped. As interesting as this dungeon was, it didn’t give him any answers. Bailey and Triton were still lost somewhere.

      A flame guy let out an inaudible breath, copying Entin with a look of disappointment. This sparked a new idea.

      He turned to it and asked, “Are my friends here?”

      It shook its body. Dungeons were instanced, of course, but the flame guys seemed to persist in all dungeons, not different flames, but the same.

      “Have you seen them?”

      This time, the flame guy nodded.

      A burst of hope filled Entin’s chest. “But they are not here?”

      Again, the flame shook its body.

      “Are they currently in a dungeon?”

      An excited nod. Not only were they in a dungeon, it was somehow different from this one. But they didn’t go to the Abruel Dungeon. Had they discovered a new dungeon?

      He breathed a sigh of relief. If they were in a dungeon, it meant they were still alive. Nothing terrible happened with the hardware governing this digital world.

      Entin considered his next question, limited—as far as he could tell—to yes and no questions. “Can I join them?”

      The flame guy paused, distracted by the curious fish circling it, then shook its body.

      Hmm. That made sense. Again, dungeons were instanced. The only way to join their party would be to have them send him a party invite.

      But . . . that meant he could join them if they replied to his messages. The flame seemed to think that wasn’t the case this time. So, something was different.

      He summoned his game screen. The only active debuff was Droppable, with nothing to prevent messages. To make sure, he sent another guild message. It went through without a problem.

      Marcel replied, suggesting Entin try to use the emergency death to see if the dungeon would let him leave.

      His fish wasn’t fond of that idea, likely more interested in finding secrets. As for the Droppable debuff, Nauflings weren’t items. They were pets. And pets didn’t drop upon death.

      So, it had nothing to complain about.

      He thanked the flame guy, and it bounced happily. Then, after gazing down the long tunnel, he triggered his emergency death, broke into shards of light, and ascended through the rocky ceiling.
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        * * *

      

      Death worked as expected.

      Entin wanted to scour the Wilds, tear up all the plants, lead Guntheks on goose chases, and ultimately find this mystical third dungeon.

      But he couldn’t delay Running the Abruel Dungeon. Aayra reported that one of the prime treasures had already been retrieved. A second treasure had been found, but the party failed to extract it.

      If he waited much longer, the prime treasures could be gone, leaving his guild with whatever scraps they could find from junk chests.

      It was just beyond cogging dented that Bailey and Triton would enter a new dungeon without saying anything first. And now, he was without his Distractors.

      But they were okay. At least, he hoped they were. It was unheard of to spend more than a few hours in a dungeon, let alone a day.

      He wouldn’t worry about it.

      There were other things to worry about. . . .

      An hour later, Entin, leading his party of five—Aymie, Aayra, Marcel, Suma, and himself—made it to the Abruel Dungeon and found a crowd in front of the ledge, standing in three inches of water and mud.

      “Fifty chyps!” a tall guy with short orange hair said to a group of adventurers without their typical gear. “I’ll tell you where the prime treasure is and the puzzle.”

      There had to have been at least twenty parties of three to six members. Most wore their default clothing, looking like an army of beggars here for the promise of loot.

      Fully equipped guards stood at attention around the perimeter, looking out into the Wilds for wandering mobs of Guntheks or wolves.

      “We should have come earlier,” Aayra said. Her Timberwood Spiritfish swam with Entin’s fish around their party.

      “Is this typical?” Aymie asked.

      He shook his head. “Not at all. No one even knew about the dungeon a few days ago.”

      The orange-haired guy grinned and performed a trade with another party. “Pleasure doing business. But don’t delay. Prime treasures can only be looted once.”

      “Are you cogging serious?” the other man asked, a scowl on his face. “Had I known that, I wouldn’t have paid for your information.”

      “Just think of it as a lesson.” The guy turned and yelled, “Get yourself a priiime treasure! Fifty chyps for its location and puzzle. Easily earn twenty times your investment back!”

      A woman further in the crowd shouted in a commanding voice, “If you’re not entering the dungeon, get out of the line. We have guards to keep the area safe, so please wait outside.”

      People dropped down from the ledge, either deciding against attempting the dungeon or having already tried their luck. Some were soaked and grinning, implying they had escaped the dungeon with something of value.

      Entin trudged across the mud and got in line behind a group of old men wearing their default clothes. They laughed at something, then one of them shouted, “We’re the Dungeon Runners. Let us through!”

      Aayra frowned, her eyebrows pinched. Aymie seemed to say, This is why you need a uniform. Marcel laughed. And Suma was as wide-eyed as Marcel had been a few days ago, looking at everything that was new and strange.

      Entin didn’t react on the outside. On the inside, however, he grinned. People could claim to be him or the Dungeon Runners all they wanted. It spread awareness about his guild.

      It was actually surprising to see the tactic work. The old men passed a few other parties before they were stopped. “Ya ab-so-lutely ain’t no Dungeon Runner,” Ruben’s voice said with a laugh somewhere ahead.

      “How dare you accuse us of lying.”

      “En how dare you falsely represent yerselves to cut in line. Y’know what I find hilarious?”

      “What’s that?” the old men’s spokesperson asked.

      “The real Dungeon Runners were standin’ right behind ya, not carin’ one whit about ya treadin’ on their name, so I have to stand up for ‘em.”

      A wave of silence fell on the crowd as people all turned and stared. Aayra crossed her arms and nodded sharply.

      “Ain’t none of ya,” Ruben continued, “would be here if it weren’t for my pal Entin, who killed a boss with nothin’ but his sexy thighs.”

      “How did you do it?” an Asian woman, equipped in guards’ armor, asked from the side.

      Entin was about to explain how lucky he was to kill the boss, but Aayra spoke before he did. She said, “The Dungeon Runners utilize our special training to overcome challenges. Please register with Suma,” she said while shoving Suma ahead, “to schedule a training session. Two scyl per group on non-dungeon reset days.”

      Suma stiffened, then quickly summoned her notepad and said she’d be happy to assist anyone who would like to schedule a session with their leader, Entin Soroy.

      More than a few took her up on the offer.

      “I hope you don’t mind,” Aayra whispered. “You were saying we needed something to offer in our shop. Why not a service?”

      He had not thought about training as a service he’d offer, but it made sense. It helped people succeed while making money for the guild. That seemed to align well with his goals.

      “It’s perfect,” he said. “Anytime you have a bright idea like this, you have my full support.”

      She blushed.

      Aymie noticed. She wore an odd expression. But as always, he had no cogging idea what she—or anyone else, for that matter—was thinking.

      Ruben pushed through the crowd and slapped Entin on the shoulder, scaring his fish to hide behind Aymie. The man wasn’t wearing his typical gear. “Heya boss. We good on the affiliate stuff?”

      Aayra raised an eyebrow.

      Cogs. Entin had completely forgotten to ask her about it. He quickly explained the partnership arrangement and was relieved when she had no problems with it.

      “It’s not an uncommon thing,” Aayra said. “We’ll assign credit for any paid sessions to Mister . . .”

      “Ruben Pennayro, at yer service, ma’am. But assign it to the Red Wolves. That’s my business.”

      “You started a business?” Entin asked.

      “Right I did! Followin’ yer shinin’ example. But it’s just Jantonon en me right now. Somethin’ to do after we get back from adventurin’ with Lourne.”

      “Shouldn’t you be out with him right now?”

      “Oh, sure, but he had somethin’ come up. So, y’know, I thought this’ll be a fine time to check out the new dungeon. See if we can snag anything of value.”

      “Our turn,” Jantanon said in his deep baritone voice at the ledge. He looked unhappy without his large polearm, giving his hands nothing to hold.

      “Y’know what?” Ruben said with a grin. “The Dungeon Runners can take our place. Show everyone how it’s done.”

      “You sure?” Entin asked.

      “Ab-so-lutely!” Ruben said. In a softer voice, he added, “Then ya can share yer info, right?”

      Entin grinned, but both Aayra and Aymie had stern gazes. “Hey,” he said, “we’ve got to take care of our partners.”

      “Ha! Right ya are.” Ruben said. “Come on, people! Move aside. Let the Dungeon Runners through.”

      Entin climbed the ledge and led his party past people. One guy with black hair and pinched blue eyes spat on the ground. It was Frenk and his lookalike goons: Seb and Theo.

      “Cogging clunks,” he said, jutting out his chin. “Think you’re special or something? I bet we score more loot than your party of ladies and kids.”

      “I’m not a kid,” Marcel said. “I know more about—”

      “Not a kid!” Frenk barked a laugh. “This little runt says he’s not a kid. And let me guess, these ladies aren’t ladies?”

      Aymie stepped forward, her expression calm. “Life lesson,” she said casually, “the loud and obnoxious rarely achieve anything of worth. So, by all the stars, keep barking like a dog.”

      Entin had nothing to add, so he flashed Frenk a thumbs-up—dungeon Running was, after all, a big step up from bullying market Runners—and followed Aymie to the front of the line.

      A tall white woman with curly brunette hair stood by the floating dungeon crystals, wearing armor and a sheathed sword at her waist. She must have been the one organizing everyone.

      She glanced at Entin and his party. Whatever opinion she held of them was hidden behind a serious face. “Listen up,” she said. “I’m Sophia, leader of the Dungeon Guild, sanctioned by the City of Creannan’s faction to manage this dungeon.

      “Only five groups can be in the dungeon at a time to ensure that members of your party, after death, have timely access to the portal to re-enter.”

      A dialog screen appeared.

      
        
        ¤ Contact Invite

        » Sophia would like to exchange contact information.

        » Accept or Decline?

      

      

      Entin accepted the request.

      “When your run has completed,” Sophia continued, “you must message me so I can let the next group in. This is important. Failure to notify me will bar your access to future dungeons.”

      She paused long enough to ensure that point was clearly understood, then motioned to a chest. “If you do not have someone to act as a temporary stash, you may deposit your items with me for a ten percent fee.”

      “Now,” she said, “please confirm verbally that you understand these terms.”

      Entin confirmed, suppressing his immediate reaction to the sudden rules thrust upon him and his party. He liked the freedom of the Wilds. But with the dungeons becoming more popular, a little structure could help keep the peace.

      As a pilot, everything was structure down to the last second. He was just getting used to a different way of living.

      Sophia held her hand out to shake, and Entin accepted it. “Umm,” she said, her voice losing its stern formality, lips turned upward, “I-I just have to say, I am your biggest fan. Three dungeons? And you killed a boss with no gear?”

      “Oh,” he said, instantly awkward. Aymie was looking elsewhere when he glanced at her. “It’s just a lot of trial and error.”

      Sophia let go, nodded, then clasped her hands behind her back. “You may enter when ready,” she said, her voice sharp and commanding.

      He summoned the Information Box on the dungeon.

      
        
        ¤ Abruel Dungeon [Exquisite · Rank 2]

        » Dungeon Reset: 3d 18h 13m

        » Prime Treasures: 4/5

        » Leaderboard: Unclaimed

        » Modifiers: Limited 1

      

      

      He tapped the Accept button on the second dialog window. The portal formed, glowing blue and teal, and buckets of water poured out, splashing across the roots.

      Normally, his two Distractors would enter first. But they were gone, leaving a core piece of his strategy missing.

      Once again, and despite all the preparation they underwent—swimming lessons, getting another water monster repellent, which Aayra kept, and making ropes and bolas—it didn’t feel like they were ready.

      The whole crowd of people with high expectations for his little guild didn’t help. It honestly made his palms sweat.

      He filled his lungs and pushed out the fluttering nervousness that had taken up root in his chest.

      Aymie had briefed them on what to expect. It was time to perform. And now they had a reputation to maintain.

      He waved his party close, realizing he should have done this earlier. “Dungeon Mode. Aayra, Marcel, I need the two of you as Distractors.”

      They nodded. No complaints.

      “Aymie will act as scout this time,” he said. What he didn’t say, however, was that Aymie couldn’t die without revealing her identity, which meant if she did die, she’d return to the cemetery, not the dungeon’s entrance.

      “Suma?” he said to get her attention.

      She jumped and whipped around. “Yes?”

      “When Aymie touches the portal, you’ll need to accept that she’s taking your place. Can you do that?”

      She nodded quickly. “I can also be our party’s stash and market our services.”

      He gave her a smile that felt hard to summon over his nerves, then equipped his swimming suit. This signaled the others to do the same.

      “Get in position,” he said, and his two new Distractors took the lead. Aymie lined up behind them, and he was the last.

      Everyone else in line took notes.

      Then, with a single word, it started.

      “Go!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Entin, after his party had stepped through the portal, drew in a deep breath, set his shoulders back, and did his cogging best to ignore all the curious onlookers.

      Stepping through a portal was nothing exciting or special or deserving such scrutiny from so many sets of eyes. They watched as if he was about to reveal a hidden trick to his uncommon run of successes.

      He could only imagine their disappointment when he stepped through and nothing out of the ordinary happened.

      On the other side, he emerged thirty feet below the surface of an ocean, the waves above distorting the bright blue sky. Sunlight refracted through the clear water, illuminating the ocean floor, shallow enough to reveal dancing shadows.

      The portal twisted shut. The shapes of the dungeon crystals were made up of beautiful coral, bright plants, and tiny fish that looked nothing like his fish, which darted around his head, possibly excited to be in the water again.

      He immediately swam toward a boardwalk overhead, completely in control, unlike the first time he had tried to swim. The +1 to Swimming helped him glide effortlessly.

      The Distractors had already made it to the surface. Aymie swam not far ahead. Her bright red swimming suit ended in black short shorts, revealing her distracting long legs.

      All was going to plan until she turned abruptly. Bubbles escaped her mouth, and she shoved her hands out as if to stop something.

      Entin reacted immediately, not needing to know what it was, only that she was in danger.

      He triggered Dash, and the world blurred before snapping back together, sending a current of water upward. He wrapped an arm around her stomach and triggered Slide, which plunged them downward.

      Not two seconds later, a cogging mountain of a shark, its head larger than their newly built orphanage—its teeth longer than the children were tall—shot overhead, breaking through the boardwalk.

      Half a dozen harpoons stuck out from its side, attached to thick ropes and a net. That net entangled Entin and Aymie, rapidly pulling them from the starting location.

      Cogs! He couldn’t see anything. The speed at which the shark moved pushed him and Aymie against the ropes, water rushing through them like they were being blasted by a giant fire hose.

      This was a terrible time for his Dash to be on cooldown. Aymie could trigger her skill, but she was unresponsive, pressed against his chest.

      He tried to feel for the gaps in the ropes, finding that they weren’t wide enough to slip through. If only he had a knife!

      A warm sensation shot through his body.

      Then everything stopped.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Marcel—acting as the newly promoted Distractor—drew in a breath and stepped through the portal two seconds after Aayra.

      Cold water pressed in from all around, and he immediately started swimming upward toward a boardwalk. It was precisely where Aymie had said it would be.

      But his thoughts were elsewhere.

      Surely, it was hard to focus because this was a cogging ocean! He had read so many things about oceans. Whales were his favorite animals. They were true giants of Old Earth.

      Dinosaurs were cool, too. But they went extinct forever ago. Whales still existed.

      All this thinking about oceans might also be in an attempt to not focus on Aayra swimming above. He would not look. He would not look. He would not look.

      He looked.

      Cogjam! Why did he look?

      How was he supposed to perform his newly appointed duties with her wearing . . . that! He needed a whole pod of whales to distract him.

      Unfortunately, he didn’t hear any whale vocalizations. So, naturally, he thought about whale trivia: size, swim speed, colors, and food.

      He broke the surface, grabbed the boardwalk, and shoved himself out of the water. Warm sunlight enveloped him like a hug from Aayra. . . .

      Focus!

      Humpback whales don’t eat for most of the year.

      Fast, exciting, happy music rolled across the glistening waves that crashed against tiny islands covered in white sand, palm trees, and red crabs a foot tall, waving their pincers in the air as if in dance.

      The archipelago surrounded one big island, the front of which had an enormous skull of some ancient creature a hundred times larger than any whale he knew. Its gaping maw presented an opening to what looked like a sea cave, the details obscured by a veil of darkness.

      It marked the place that, no doubt, contained all the riches of the dungeon. They just had to find a way to get there and back.

      Surely, Entin would figure it out.

      Ringed around the skull and thick vegetation were water slides in vibrant yellows and pinks. They formed loops and abrupt dips, some enclosed in tubes, others open or disconnected, water shooting across the gaps.

      Maybe he and Aayra could go down a slide together. It’d give him an excuse to touch her.

      Aayra grabbed his hand.

      He froze. So forward! They weren’t even on a slide yet. But her expression was not full of love and joy, but the opposite.

      The world blurred and snapped back together twenty feet down the boardwalk toward a tiny island.

      “Run!” she yelled, dragging him along. That single word was nearly lost to the sudden explosion of shattering wood.

      A deep blue water creature blasted through the boardwalk, tearing through the boards like they were made of toothpicks.

      For only a split second, he thought it might be a whale. But then his eyes locked on its jagged teeth, each nearly as big as he was, approaching rapidly.

      This was a firm reminder that he was cogging dented. For some reason, he kept forgetting his rules about Designated Safe Zones.

      No. That was the old Marcel. The Marcel that was afraid of everything. He wouldn’t be that kid anymore. He was a boyfriend-material man.

      A . . . manfriend.

      He triggered Double Dash, and the two of them shot forward another twenty feet. They engaged Sprint and ran like their lives depended on it.
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        * * *

      

      Entin woke with his cheek pressed against gray sand. Music from a hurdy-gurdy played along with plucked strings and a whistle, reminiscent of an adventurous pirate song.

      This nearly distracted him from the fact that his arms were tightly wrapped around something warm and red and very much looking like Aymie in her swimming suit.

      He tensed.

      His heart did a little flutter.

      He tried to slowly extricate himself from her before she woke up. And failed.

      She sucked in a breath and, no doubt, found something warm embracing her stomach. The world blurred from a Dash and snapped back together ten feet ahead, which, unfortunately, made things worse.

      Aymie materialized slightly elevated on a felled, waterlogged tree. Entin, however, materialized below it. She gasped and rolled backward, landing, face first, onto his chest.

      He exhaled sharply at the moment of impact, expecting it to hurt a lot more than it did.

      A small -17 in red text lifted into the air and drifted toward a cavernous ceiling covered in vegetation, rays of sunlight slipping through gaps.

      “S-sorry!” she said quickly. It was now her turn to extricate herself from him. She attempted this without touching him, which was a strange decision given the fact they were attached at the hip. . . .

      Alas, every time she shoved off the loose sand, it absorbed the force, and he found her pressed up against his chest again.

      Entin’s brain shifted from petrified to wanting to help and back again. His hands hovered above her, trapped in the same indecision, not knowing what was okay to touch and not touch.

      The whole situation was so ridiculous that an unhelpful chuckle escaped.

      “Don’t laugh,” she said, her breath hot on his chest again. She decided to trigger Roll as a way to escape. But rolling from a prone position didn’t provide much room for the skill to perform.

      The automated movement forced her legs to kick. Her shoulder turned. And she flopped to her back, her butt slamming into Entin’s nose.

      A -23 shifted up between her legs. . . .

      Entin jerked, face smashed to the side by the unthinkable. All thoughts ceased, turning to sap. Instinct took over, and before he knew it, he had triggered the first variant of Dash, which would have shot them ten feet into the air, facing the ground. However, someone’s butt was being totally unhelpful.

      They shot back to where they had started, ending the movement in the reverse, with him now on top of her.

      Cogs! It just kept getting worse!

      He grabbed her thighs—this was an emergency—and pushed himself to the side. They both scrambled to their feet and stared at each other.

      Aymie’s face matched the color of her pink-dyed ends. “I didn’t do that on purpose!” she blurted, arms tightly folded across her chest.

      “Sit on my face?” he asked, incredulous.

      “Lovers’ quarrel,” came a deep, raspy voice.

      The two of them spun toward a party of four undead pirates, just bones and scrappy clothes, equipped with rusty cutlasses and flintlock pistols. One held a leash to a large undead crab that snapped its pincers eagerly.

      The pirate who spoke was unlike the others, his bones thick and unrealistic, standing a foot taller and broader. He wore a frock coat and black captain’s hat, and a larger cutlass rested against his shoulder.

      “Be a shame,” the captain said, tipping its black hat to Aymie, “to cleave ya in two before ye had a chance to kiss and make up.”

      Aymie glanced at Entin. “Kiss?”

      “Go on, then,” the leader said. “Make it count.”

      “But we’re not—”

      “Darling,” Entin said, cutting her off and making her eyes widen with the apparent belief he wanted to capitalize on the opportunity to kiss her.

      He subtly took in their surroundings. It was a giant sea cave with a pirate ship on the far side. The rock walls around it had boards and ropes connecting to hollowed-out holes.

      Undead pirates were everywhere. Some carried treasure chests to the holes. Others were in a paddle boat or standing guard or patrolling the gray beach that ran up to a long stretch of trees and foliage.

      “I,” he said, thinking up a plan to escape their current predicament, “forgive you for sitting on my face. But it was quite rude.”

      “It was an accident,” she said sincerely, glancing between him and the undead.

      He stepped close and took her hands in his. “Honey, we both know it wasn’t an accident. You’ve wanted to do that since we went swimming”—he eyed the softly lapping waves—“the other day.”

      She seemed to understand and sighed dramatically as if she were an actress on the stage. “You’re right. By the stars, you can be so irritating at times that I can’t believe we’re still in love. I read that a little bit of violence is healthy in a relationship.”

      “Is that so?” the captain asked. He turned and slugged the skeleton next to him, shattering its jaw and leaving the ends glowing pink. “It be from me rottin’ heart, ye bilge-suckin’ picaroon.”

      It just so happened that this was the skeleton holding back the giant crab. The chain dropped, and the crustacean shot forward.

      Still holding Aymie’s hand, Entin triggered the second variant of Dash toward the water. At the end of the movement, he let go of her hand and engaged Sprint.

      “They be gettin’ away!” the captain shouted. Gunfire exploded from behind, and a bullet hit Aymie’s leg, drawing a pink line across her thigh that did 313 damage.

      She sucked air through her teeth and stumbled, giving the undead crab enough time to attack.

      Entin swerved to the side and triggered Wall Kick against the monster’s hardened shell. It cracked, and the creature flopped to its back, its many legs clawing at the air.

      He also landed on his back, then rolled as an oversized cutlass sliced down for his head.

      Aymie grabbed his hand, and they Dashed again, ending the movement in a splash.

      “Release the sharks!” was the last thing Entin heard the captain command before diving below the surface.
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        * * *

      

      Marcel launched himself from the shattering boardwalk and landed on a tiny-tiny island, feet hitting the sun-warmed white sand.

      The shark swerved. Its powerful tail thrust it forward, making waves that nearly washed away the island. It was small enough for someone his size to cross it in ten large steps.

      A single palm tree stood resolute at the island’s center, sharing the space with an old weatherworn chest.

      “That wasn’t supposed to happen!” Aayra said from behind, pointing at the massive shark with harpoons sticking out of its side. “Aymie didn’t say anything about a shark.”

      The monster swam through some sort of veil or wall that looked like the distant horizon. Then it vanished.

      He quickly opened his game screen to find Entin and Aymie still alive. That was cogging great. They appeared northeast on the map, shrouded in unexplored black.

      “Think she lied?” he asked, walking up to the chest. If nothing else, he could grab its loot and drop it off with Suma before continuing. Earning something would always be better than nothing.

      “I don’t want to think that. She’s a Dungeon Runner now. Girl power. . . . But that’s a glaring detail to have missed. We almost all died in the first thirty seconds.”

      He tapped the chest and said what felt only logical given the facts, “Could be sabotage.” The treasure didn’t open its inventory screen, so he tapped it again, harder.

      “Sabotage?”

      “Any of the other groups,” he said, tapping again and again—was this thing just a prop?—“might not want us competing for treasures. Do you think someone took Bailey and Triton?”

      Now he knocked. “Why won’t this open?” He had never opened a treasure chest before, but every guide he had read said it only required a tap.

      “Are you doing it right?” she asked because, apparently, he could screw up tapping something. Her fish circled the old wood inquisitively. Aayra tapped the top in a demonstrative way, a light smile on her pretty lips.

      A screen materialized.

      She scoffed.

      “I did that,” he said, glaring down at the obstinate chest that was glaring up at him. He stumbled back.

      “It’s only full of crabs,” she said with a shrug.

      “Don’t loot it!” he yelled, but it was too late.

      She swiped all the items into her inventory. Unfortunately, they didn’t deposit like normal items. Instead, each crab icon bounced out of the inventory screen and wiggled on the sand.

      The treasure chest burst forward, opening its lid to reveal jagged teeth and a long tongue.

      Marcel shoved Aayra out of the way and sidestepped the monster, failing to avoid its long wet tongue.

      Dude, why is there always a cogging tongue!

      He triggered Roll and immediately dove to the ground, shoulder first. The tongue slid off.

      Aayra triggered the second variant of Wall Kick and launched the monster a few feet into the ocean, where it quickly sunk.

      The crab icons cracked and shattered into shards of glass that pulled together into the shapes of their icons, shimmering in the sunlight. There were six of them, scurrying to attack, pincers snapping.

      Marcel shoved himself off the ground and ran into the water.

      “Watch out!” Aayra yelled.

      A shark—not a massive one, but deadly nonetheless—opened its cogging mouth, revealing its multiple rows of teeth, and chomped where Marcel was before he engaged his Dash, returning to the island’s center.

      It was there that he noticed something. . . .

      Where the chest had been was a perfectly square stone slightly raised from the ground. Carved out of its center was an exclamation point.

      Without another thought, he stomped on it.

      And it clicked.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Entin swam with only one goal: get as far away from all the enemies as he could. And the moment he hit the water with Aymie at his side, that goal got a whole lot more difficult.

      Shark-riding pirates cruised out from beneath the ship, pointing their cutlasses forward in a charge, a mere minute away.

      He couldn’t outswim a shark! And the skeletons from behind marched below the surface, yelling inaudible bubbles. Other skeletons from the gray beach joined the fight.

      Aymie twisted in the water, her head whipping in all directions, searching for an escape. She pointed at a potential place where they could swim back to shore, her expression uncertain.

      It was better than nothing. But then his Timberwood Spiritfish shot down to the very bottom of the sea cave, where a single blue bead shimmered.

      A treasure room!

      He Dashed in front of Aymie, who had already started toward the one opening on the beach she had found. She stopped abruptly, eyebrows raised in question.

      Entin pointed at the bead, then wrapped his arm around her. She didn’t protest, likely because they had already explored the most embarrassing positions together.

      He triggered the first variant of Slide, and they shot straight down, avoiding the chomp of a large blue-fin shark.

      The skeleton on its back shouted something and urged the shark in a wide turn.

      It was surreal to find enemies that could actually speak and be reasoned with. Unfortunately, these ones were dead-set on cleaving unwanted trespassers in half. They also didn’t seem to have the typical aggro distance, choosing to pursue their prey far beyond the initial encounter area.

      It didn’t matter.

      Entin touched the bottom and maneuvered in the water enough to tap his toe against the bead. It burst into blue pixels, and the floor unzipped to reveal an air pocket below.

      He swam down, then angled himself so his feet would enter the pocket first. The moment he touched air, it was as if the water ceased to exist, and he fell about seven feet, ending in a crouch.

      Aymie landed awkwardly, and he caught her before she could crash to the ground. The treasure room door zipped shut, locking their many enemies out.

      She breathed in and out, her wet pink-blonde hair clinging to her face. “Thanks, my love,” she said and batted her eyes. She had a joking smile, but her cheeks reddened all the same.

      “Don’t mention it . . . honey,” he said with a matching grin, then mentally pictured Bailey not being very understanding.

      He quickly stood Aymie up and stepped away. The air pocket extended down a long hall lined with blue flame guys that jumped up and down in excitement.

      She stepped forward. “Where are we?”

      “This,” Entin said, “is a treasure room.”
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        * * *

      

      Marcel spun.

      A rush of brown pixels formed into a dozen or more hovering log platforms twenty feet over the ocean, each gliding in a unique pattern. The water beneath them was swarming with circling sharks.

      A sharp pinch on his leg—at the end of a glass pincer—reminded him that this wasn’t the time nor place for sightseeing.

      He jumped and landed on the crab with both feet, which happened to be a cogging dented thing to do. They are glass! This one shattered into a whole mess of shards, which speared his feet.

      His health dropped to 578 and slowly continued to drop from dark red bleed damage, the numbers staining the white sand.

      Aayra, being brilliant, completely avoided the crabs and jumped on the first platform, which moved up and down. She turned and yelled for him to hurry.

      The crabs rushed in a circle from all sides, clicking their pincers at his legs. Since Dash was on cooldown, he jumped and triggered the second variant of Wall Kick against the tree, launching himself over the enemies.

      Aayra extended her hand, which made his heart beat rapidly. But he was manfriend material now, and he accepted her hand, then continued to hold it after he was on the platform.

      She looked down at him and arched an eyebrow.

      He let go. Steps. These things happened in steps. There was surely a guide on which step he was supposed to be on.

      She bit her thumbnail. “We have to jump at the top,” she said. “If we go back down, we’ll have to fight the crabs. There are two paths that I can see.”

      Made sense. There were lines marking the paths of each platform. Some were dotted; some were solid. It would have been cogging convenient if the dungeon had a guide, guides for everything.

      “Break up?” he asked. “I mean, not—” He was going to say us, their relationship, but that seemed obvious given the context. So instead, he said, “I’ll take the left path. The dotted one.”

      She understood. Splitting up would improve their chances of choosing the right path and uncovering whatever shenanigans the dungeon had in mind.

      If either of them died, they could return and choose the correct path. If both of them died, that might be the end of the dungeon.

      Their platform reached the top and immediately started lowering again. Marcel jumped to the left platform with a dotted line that moved in a diagonal from Aayra’s.

      The logs . . . blinked. It was a slow effect that rendered them almost entirely transparent, only the outline of the platform remaining before becoming opaque again. The second blink was quicker than the first.

      This could only mean one thing. The platform was going to disappear with him now twenty feet out from the crab-infested island.

      Below, the sharks were particularly active under his platform. The obvious reason was the tiny -20s of bleed damage dripping between the logs.

      This stoked an all-new fear, as if he needed another! Pain or no pain, the idea of getting torn apart by sharks sounded cogging dented, rusty bits and all.

      These thoughts were so distracting that he almost missed the jump. The moment his foot left the old platform, it burst into a storm of brown pixels that reformed halfway back in the direction he had come.

      Unlike Aayra’s path, this one came with no second chances. He either jumped or fell. And if he chose the wrong platform . . .

      That’s not going to happen!

      He summoned his game screen and snapped a picture. The resulting image allowed him to shift the perspective twenty feet overhead. He quickly adjusted the shot, made it an ultra wide angle, and scanned the paths from an aerial view.

      The platforms either led to dead ends and dumped their occupants as shark fodder or navigated to other islands, each featuring unique monsters: coral golems, large birds with vibrant feathers, and sand warriors.

      Maybe they shouldn’t have split up. . . .

      Bah! He was such a slow cog. Leave it up to him to suggest something dented like this.

      He jumped to the next platform, and the sharks continued to splash below him, waiting impatiently for him to make a mistake.

      He scanned the paths again and noticed something at the center: a bead! A treasure room. He did a reverse pinch zoom to find that it was light gray, almost as if it were disabled.

      It didn’t matter. If there was a slim chance the treasure was still available, they should take it. He jumped to a side platform that spun slightly as it moved.

      The solid path Aayra was on didn’t connect with the center treasure room’s bead. Duh, that was the tradeoff. The harder path presented an opportunity at a prime treasure.

      He highlighted the image with three paths from Aayra and sent it to her. Seven seconds later, she deviated from her original course. Score!

      They jumped platforms, slowly making their way closer to each other and the center of the floating maze. Then came the incredibly tricky part, the part that the sharks were most excited for, no doubt.

      He swallowed his fear. If this didn’t work, he could trigger an emergency death. There was no need to live through the horror of being shark food.

      Nothing was ever gained without risk, and he wasn’t about to attempt a prime treasure challenge without the smartest—and . . . cutest—girl in the colony.

      It would work!

      Aayra ran across her short platform and launched herself into the air. Her form broke apart into wisps of shadow that shot twenty feet toward Marcel, who had already thrown himself off his platform.

      All he had to do was catch her and Dash back to his platform like a cogging hero. He’d place her down, and she’d swoon. “My hero,” he said silently as the air whipped by.

      Aayra appeared . . . five feet away.

      “You idiot,” she said, shaking her head.

      And they fell to the swarming sharks.
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        * * *

      

      This is a treasure room?

      Eizel had never once seen a treasure room before, but it didn’t look much like anything she’d have expected. Most notably, and perhaps most disappointingly, there was no treasure.

      That aside, they were beneath the ocean! In all her years in the colony, she had never dreamed of experiencing a real—or real enough—ocean. This one happened to be plagued with monsters, but she’d take it anyway.

      Tiny streams of water trickled down the blue stone walls adorned with pretty seashells and starfish. Their colors and shapes made her want to summon her notepad and let inspiration take over. But something told her this wasn’t the time and place for that.

      There were also these cute balls of blue flames no larger than her fist, jumping up and down with excited expressions. They gave the tunnel light but seemed to be more than simple light fixtures.

      She smiled at one, and it smiled back.

      This was so fun that she almost forgot the reason she was here: to gain the Dungeon Runners’ trust and see if they could be trusted.

      “We should be safe in here,” Entin said from behind. “At least, until we trigger the puzzle. So . . . you didn’t say anything about a giant shark.”

      Eizel grimaced. “By the Maker, I have no idea where that came from. There was no shark during my recruitment test. I swear on all the stars.”

      He smiled with casual ease. It wasn’t the typical charming smile of one of her suitors, done with purposeful intent to flirt. It came natural to him, which made it feel . . . real?

      “Dungeons change,” he said with a shrug. “It’s more my fault than yours. You attempted it as a party of one. We’re a party of five, counting Suma. It was cogging dented to think everything would be the same.

      “Next time, we’ll send an equal number of people to scout the dungeon so we get more information and ensure it’s accurate.”

      He must have read something from her expression because he quickly added, “Hey, that’s not to say you weren’t helpful. Any success we have today will be because of you. Cogs, I didn’t even know how to swim until you taught me.”

      Her face felt warm, and she bit her lower lip. It was a nasty habit that Aymie started. Eizel was taught better. There was no biting anything: nails, hair, lips. But in a digital world, they didn’t need to worry about chapped lips or jagged fingernails.

      She was just relieved—more so than she thought she would be—that he didn’t blame her for the bad intel that nearly cost them the dungeon.

      Entin’s fish flew up to the closest fire monster, making it laugh. “Hey bud,” he said to the flame. “Are there any traps in this tunnel?”

      It looked happy to see him, like they were old friends. He had that effect on people, which ignited a sense of guilt in her chest. She was only here to use him. . . .

      The fire monster looked up to the left and right as if pondering the question, then shook its body.

      “You’re so helpful,” she said to the monster, and it smiled proudly.

      A chime in her head signaled a new message. Entin summoned his game screen and sighed. “Aayra and Marcel died.”

      “That’s . . . bad.”

      “We’ll just wait here until they can re-enter. No rush,” he said with that casual smile of his. “Maybe you can enlighten me on a little mystery.”

      She raised an eyebrow.

      “Why are you okay with wearing a swimming suit and not your default clothing?”

      “That’s my underwear.”

      “No it’s not!” he said and laughed. “I think you have a strange concept of what—”

      The ceiling opened, and he spun.

      The stone shifted like fabric being bunched to one side, creating unrealistic contours. Then . . . the pirate captain dropped into the tunnel.

      “Arrr,” he said, popping his neck, “ye thought ye could be escapin’ on me island, did ye?”
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        * * *

      

      “Cogs and sprockets,” Aayra said to Marcel outside the portal as a new party approached to enter, “you better hope the others don’t die before we can get back in there.”

      Her fish wiggled aggressively at him, mirroring her emotional state. But she was just as much to be blamed for agreeing with the dented plan.

      “I thought it would work!” he said.

      “Now we don’t have the monster repellent or our swimming suits. I liked my swimming suit.”

      The way Marcel looked at her, it was beyond a little obvious that he liked her swimming suit, too. He was cute and smart and funny . . . but she wasn’t looking to rob the cradle!

      Love was messy. She liked things orderly.

      “Do you have loot?” Suma asked from the side.

      “No,” Aayra said with a sigh, “we died. If we don’t come out of the portal, we don’t have anything because of the Droppable debuff.”

      “Oh, right. I knew that.”

      Aayra summoned her game screen and sent a party message so Entin knew they had died. With a sprinkle of luck, they’ll get to enter the dungeon again. But even if they did, the boardwalk was gone. What if all the sharks attacked?

      “Excuse me, miss?” asked a middle-aged Analian woman with long black hair. She had brown skin and a dark tattoo on her forehead.

      “Yes?”

      “I . . . saw you return from the dungeon,” she said, her accent overemphasizing her vowels. “Might you have advice?”

      Marcel perked up. “I can help,” he said, then looked to Aayra for permission.

      She might be older, but they were both Dungeon Runners, not one over the other. She shrugged. “You only have four minutes.”

      “That’s all I need,” he said with a grin. That was one thing she appreciated about him; he was always eager to share his knowledge.

      He summoned his game screen to the picture he had taken, then talked about the giant shark, boardwalk, and first island encounter.

      People crowded in behind the woman and listened to every word he was willing to part with. Even Suma paid attention, looking as if she might not dislike the idea of entering a dungeon as much as she had originally indicated.

      “Dude,” he said to the woman, “you have to move the chest, but don’t loot it. Use the second variant of Wall Kick and knock it into the ocean. Aayra did that.” He motioned to her. “She’s awesome.”

      Aayra looked away, watching her fish swim around the dungeon crystals. Her ears and face felt warm, as if she were blushing.

      Too literal. . . .

      “But what about the loot?” someone asked.

      Marcel paused. She glanced to see him nodding slowly, thoughts percolating. “Cogs,” he said, “you guys are going to want some plant fiber.”

      He turned to her. “How much time?”

      “A minute?”

      “I’ll be right back!” he yelled and ran through the crowd. When he returned, a grin on his face, his feet were wrapped in a rough brown fabric.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Entin and Aymie sprinted down the tunnel, feet splashing little puddles of brackish water. The flame guys watched, back to wearing their familiar astonished expressions.

      Cogs! He had never seen a monster open a treasure room before. But this wasn’t just a monster. The pirate captain must be the dungeon’s boss.

      It had the power to pop the treasure room’s air pocket, allowing the ocean above to slam down into the open space and rush through the tunnel.

      “There are sharks!” Aymie shouted over the rumbling sounds coming from behind.

      He glanced back at the quickly approaching wall, and sure enough, shark-riding pirates were racing forward, cutlasses drawn.

      The flame guys winked out, one by one, as the water reached them, darkening the tunnel. Some chose to abandon their posts early.

      The tunnel opened to a massive square room with four sets of stairs that descended a hundred or so feet toward the center. The corners of the room were supported by giant stone statues of muscled men holding the ceiling with both hands.

      A golden chest sat at the center of the room, glistening within shafts of sunlight reflected from hanging mirrors.

      The Timberwood Spiritfish made a hard left turn at the top of the staircase.

      Entin grabbed Aymie’s hand and followed. “This way!” he yelled, pulling her along.

      There was barely a two-foot stone lip that cut across the sides of the room between staircases. Everything else dropped away to bottomless black pits.

      Water blasted into the room.

      Aymie tried to follow, but her momentum carried her too far out. She swung over a pit at the end of his arm, her weight ripping him from the wall.

      He turned and triggered the second variant of Dash, knowing he had overshot the lip in his panicked haste to survive. The world blurred and snapped back eight feet too high.

      They landed hard, taking 57 points of fall damage. He waived his arms for balance and sucked in a startled breath as his weight shifted back toward the endless drop.

      Aymie wrapped her arms around him, stopping his fall. She gulped the air, an excited smile on her face, marred by a pink damage mark on her cheek where she must have hit the wall.

      This moment of shared victory was interrupted by the sickening sound of flesh slapping stone. Sharks were launching out of the tunnel and crashing against the stairs, taking fall damage and flinging boney pirates across the room.

      They yelled in surprise:

      “I don’t be wantin’ to meet Davy Jones’ locker!”

      Crunch.

      “Avast! This be the final chapter fer me!”

      Crunch.

      “I be wantin’ me dear ol’ mum!”

      Crunch.

      Entin’s fish continued across the stone lip toward another set of stairs also lit by the giant mirrors before a skeleton crashed through the glass, sending shards tinkling into the abyss.

      It was then that he noticed that the golden chest didn’t have a rarity symbol glowing at its front. The fact his fish was more interested in this other passage confirmed that the chest was a trap or puzzle that could be bypassed.

      He quickly led Aymie around the stone statue that held up this side of the room, then helped her to the staircase.

      “Where are we going?” she asked, following him through the new tunnel.

      Before he could shout over the roar of crashing water, they came to another room, a narrower one of waterfalls and mist that obscured the bottom. Rays of sunlight from a break in the stone ceiling refracted prismatic colors.

      The path ended here.

      Shouts and knocking bones of approaching pirates came from behind.

      His fish bobbed in the air to get his attention, then made a movement toward the long drop.

      “Seriously?” Aymie asked the fish.

      “I hope you’re not afraid of heights,” he said, then grabbed her hand and jumped.
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        * * *

      

      Crunch!

      Marcel stomped on the last remaining glass crab. They were cogging fragile monsters! And now, with his makeshift shoes equipped, they didn’t cut him like they did before.

      The shards broke apart, trimmed in pink damage marks, then dissolved into pixels. Killing monsters was a whole lot more fun than running from them. But he wouldn’t tell Entin that.

      Then again. . . . Well, their fearless guild leader did kill a boss. Maybe killing was permissible as long as it didn’t risk expensive gear. Plant-fiber shoes were definitely not expensive.

      Hopefully, the others he was helping didn’t have any problems with the encounter. He liked the idea that his information helped them.

      Half of the loot bags dropped for him, the other half for Aayra. “Let’s mark our loot as open,” she said. “We should have done that before entering the dungeon anyway.”

      She tapped her game screen, and her loot bags that had appeared semi-transparent became opaque, signaling that he could loot from them.

      They hovered in the air, each featuring a thin white line that anchored them to the ground. He tapped one, and they all opened.

      
        
        ¤ Loot

        » 4× Glass Shards

        » 2× Crystalized Crab Meat

        » 1× Glass Crab Leg Back Scratcher

        » 18 chyps

      

      

      A back scratcher! It was his first loot from his first official kill. He’d treasure it forever, provided he actually got it out of the dungeon.

      “Dude, this is . . . valuable,” he said slowly as a seemingly dull realization dawned on him.

      “What did we get?” she asked.

      “Not the loot, the information. I bet the dungeon is full of stuff like this.” He tapped the eye icon on his screen and turned it to her.

      She bit her thumbnail, nodding. “Mitigate the risk by securing the easy loot?”

      “Exactly! Killing glass crabs doesn’t require anything special, just some plant-fiber shoes and knowledge. Surely, anyone could get this without too much effort.

      “I’m not saying we don’t compete for the prime treasures, but there is more to a dungeon than that. What if we located all the easy loot—the loot that exists for everyone—and helped people get it?”

      “We could write a guide,” Aayra said.

      “Yes! A guide to the dungeon’s most accessible loot. That’s perfect. You’re perfect.” His eyes went wide, and he swallowed hard. “I-I mean, your idea. Such a perfect idea.”

      Cogs. . . . He always had to make it awkward. She made him say the most dented things, made his sprockets dull and rusty.

      But the idea of a guide was simply inspired, and a joint project with Aayra? Even better.

      Something bright caught his attention. He turned from the awkward silence to find a little flame dude wearing sunglasses and surfing!

      Marcel laughed and pointed. “That’s the coolest flame dude I’ve ever seen.”

      It grinned widely at the praise, spun in the air over its surfboard, and tossed a golden seashell at them before vanishing.

      The seashell hovered in the air like a loot bag, rotating slowly and tethered to the ground. Sunlight reflected off its surface.

      Aayra tapped it, and a screen opened, making her laugh the cutest of laughs. She withdrew two blue candied shark suckers and handed him one.

      “They grant Swimming plus one,” she said. “And it had two scyl.”

      “Serious?” That amount of money would definitely help people! And all they had to do was get to the first island, stomp on glass crabs, and wait.

      “I think,” Aayra said, “we should explore more. But first, let’s get this loot to Suma.”
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        * * *

      

      Eizel, holding tightly to Entin’s hand, fell and fell and fell some more! The mists obscured everything. Her muscles tensed. She took a breath, then plunged through the water’s surface at the bottom.

      When she opened her eyes, everything was dark. Shapes moved out beyond her sight. Her only lifeline was Entin’s hand, which hadn’t let go. The soft glow of pink damage marks on his shoulder gave her something to focus on.

      The music from before had changed, becoming distant and echoey. It had a direction to it as if it were giving them a clue where to go from here.

      By the stars, anything that got them out of this terrifying and disorienting space had her full support.

      She shoved away images of large sea creatures, creatures with tentacles and claws and teeth, waiting in the darkness. Her heart had an eager beat to it. She engaged Sprint and swam toward the music.

      Entin followed her lead, and they continued in that direction for a minute, then two, then three. A Flash message informed her she was down to two minutes of holding her breath before she’d take damage.

      This prompted them to swim faster, the music getting louder with every kick of their legs. Cogs! Having only one hand was truly limiting her ability to swim. But, ridiculous or not, she was not prepared to let go of Entin.

      New Flash messages appeared at one minute, then thirty seconds. At fifteen seconds, the dialog box didn’t go away. It now counted down in real-time.

      They shot forward. Entin must have triggered a Dash. It was a good idea. She triggered the second variant of Dash, shifting them another twenty feet forward.

      It was then, at five seconds to go, that a golden dot appeared ahead. It pulsed twice, then filled the shape of a fish, shining like the sun.

      In a chain reaction, two dozen other fish ignited in golden light, patrolling a wide underwater tunnel covered in black holes and jagged corals.

      -50 damage in red slid out of her mouth. By the Maker, wherever they were going, they wouldn’t make it! Every second drained their health by another 50 points, forming a stream of red numbers to slide slowly through the water.

      At least . . . it didn’t hurt.

      Her lungs yearned to take a breath, but the pain and panic of drowning were missing entirely. Her health would simply run out, and she’d return to the dungeon’s entrance.

      Except. Cogs! She couldn’t return without losing her disguise and revealing her identity to everyone. She’d have to return to the cemetery, abandoning her party.

      What excuse could she give?

      Entin understood. He had kept her secret. But Bailey would use it as a reason to kick such an inexperienced Dungeon Runner out of the guild.

      That was that.

      Eizel couldn’t die.

      A Flash message informed her that her health had dropped by half. They had ten seconds.

      A chain of spiky red fish shot out of a hole in the tunnel and crossed to another. It forced her to stop, which would have been maddening if it didn’t confirm what she had been thinking: This challenge is impossible!

      And that was good because it meant they were missing something. The very second that realization dawned on her, she found what she hoped was the solution.

      A stream of bubbles was escaping the tip of a pink cone-shaped shell near the bottom of the tunnel.

      Holding to Entin, she triggered Dash again and snapped back into reality next to the shell. A tap to it did nothing, so she pressed her mouth to where the bubbles were escaping and drew in a breath.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Entin, so cogging thankful Aymie had found a solution, followed her example and sucked air from the bubble-making pink shell. A Flash message revealed his health blinking in the red at 137/1,000.

      His mind had been a mess. It was like reliving his first swimming experience at the lake, only soothed by the obvious knowledge that he couldn’t really and truly die.

      When the golden fish lit up the tunnel, he had to fight a terrible realization: his inability to let go of Aymie’s hand had cost them both their lives. Cogs and sprockets, he was holding her back!

      But now they had time again.

      Of course, that thought was subsequently stomped out of existence by a terrible scraping noise. The water from behind—the water still engulfed by darkness—filled with disturbed sediment as two large glowing yellow eyes opened.

      Entin tugged on Aymie, who needed no encouragement to swim in the opposite direction of their new encounter.

      Now that they had golden fish to light the way, he didn’t feel the need to hold hands.

      Speed was more important.

      A pincer, twice as large as he was tall, scraped along the wall and crushed the pink air shell, releasing a large bubble to escape to the tunnel’s ceiling.

      It was a cogging crab!

      Or that was his initial thought until it came into the light to reveal a giant skull instead of a crab’s body. It inhaled, and three golden fish were caught in the vortex and quickly consumed.

      A chain of spiky red fish shot out of a hole above Entin, and he triggered Handspring to the side, shifting instantly out of the way.

      He re-engaged his Sprint in an attempt to catch up with Aymie. She seemed to have a healthy dislike of large undead sea monsters.

      Pincers continued to progress toward them, tearing through the corals and rocks and sand, sucking up fish as it clawed its way forward.

      They swam with all they had, dodging the chains of spiky red fish that shot out from random holes.

      They couldn’t take their time and carefully choose their path or wait by the next pink shell. They either embraced the chaos or died.

      Sharp red fins sliced across Aymie’s leg. She jerked to the side but kept going and going toward a column of bubbles ringed by golden fish.

      Entin triggered Dash to close the distance. He reached the column just after she did.

      A force wrapped around him, and he shot straight up, breaking through the water’s surface into another narrow room.

      His movement didn’t slow.

      The walls turned into a blur. He passed waterfalls and rainbows, green vegetation and large bones. The movement ended at a yellow metal platform with even rows of raised bumps to provide traction.

      A sign read, No running! It showed a stick figure in the middle slipping.

      “Entin!” Aymie yelled, eyes wide.

      He triggered Roll toward what looked like an open slide, water shooting down the center of it with a yellow blow-up boat anchored at the top.

      His body immediately reacted to the skill and ducked just as an abnormally large cutlass slammed into a wooden pillar beside him.

      “Yarr, ye be nothin’ but scallywags, sailin’ to me island to pilfer me booty!” shouted the pirate captain. He yanked his sword free.

      Aymie shoved Entin, and he landed on his back in the boat. She fell on top of him, and they shot down the slide.

      He managed to get out from under her in time to see a shimmering semi-transparent rainbow shell hovering in the air. Instinctually, he grabbed it, and it burst into pixels, showing a 1/20.

      This is still the treasure room!

      “Get the shells!” he told Aymie, who was now kneeling at the front of the boat, holding black handles on the sides, sewn above short paddles. She glanced at him, then nodded.

      “Ye’ll not be escapin’ me clutches this time, ye thievin’ bilge rats!” the pirate captain yelled, zooming down the slide after them on his own blow-up boat. He was standing on it like a surfboard. “Me cutlass’ll send ye and yer crew to the briny deep!”

      The slide twisted and dropped through the nasal cavity of a massive monster’s skull. Aymie’s full focus was on collecting the shells, which freed Entin to deal with the boss.

      Yes, he’d just . . . deal with the boss. . . .

      But then he remembered an important fact about Dungeon Runners: they were expendable. As long as Aymie got the treasure and escaped, he didn’t need to survive.

      They dropped sharply, then the blow-up boat shot into the air over a large gap in the slide.

      Aymie gasped.

      They cruised, unattached to anything, for a solid four seconds before landing on the next section and turning abruptly to rush beneath large ferns.

      Entin jumped back, narrowly dodging the slice of a long cutlass. If it weren’t for the plants whipping across the pirate captain, the boney man probably wouldn’t have missed.

      Then the slide shifted away from the foliage.

      Entin’s fish bobbed next to one of the boat’s paddles. A weapon! He tore it free and deflected the cutlass, the force of it nearly knocking him out of the boat.

      The boss then pointed a flintlock pistol at him and fired, but only hit wisps of shadow.

      Entin blurred past the boss, using the first variant of Dash to reform, facing the opposite direction. He immediately jumped and grabbed the back handle on the second boat.

      The skeleton pirate was now focused on Aymie.

      “Hey!” Entin yelled and slammed his paddle against the boss’s leg to draw its attention. The man whipped around, seemingly surprised, then laughed.

      “Yer a weaklin’, ye scurvy dog! That be a worthless attack, har har!”

      But it accomplished precisely what Entin had wanted. He triggered Roll—thinking back to how Aymie had used it in a prone position—and flipped himself into the boat.

      He immediately sat up and wrapped his arms around the pirate’s legs, holding as tightly as possible.

      The boss raised his cutlass, then saw what Entin had seen only moments before: the slide turned into a tube, not ideal for anyone standing.

      “Arrrgh!” the captain screamed before slamming against the edge of the slide. His voice cut off immediately, leaving Entin holding a pair of boney legs unattached to anything else.

      The slide curved downward at a dangerous angle, then the tube opened, and the boats launched off the slide toward the dungeon portal beyond an archipelago.

      “I missed one!” Aymie yelled, pointing at a shimmering seashell above.

      Entin launched himself off the boat and triggered Dash toward the shell. He appeared, and a burst of rainbow pixels shot out around him, then he fell and crashed into the water.

      He twisted and swam to the surface near a small island. The pirate captain was there, pointing at Aymie. “Avast, ye mateys! Seize that lass! She’s taken our treasure!”

      A swarm of shark-riding pirates shot out of the sea cave like torpedos toward Aymie. Then the boss turned and pointed his cutlass at Entin. “Arrr, do ye think I need legs to deal with a landlubber like ye?”

      The answer, of course, was no.
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        * * *

      

      Marcel—a cogging brave man—sprinted past three coral golems guarding a common chest. They turned and lumbered after him, their sprockets too rusty to realize he was bait.

      The moment that Aayra finished swiping the contents of the chest, he triggered the second variant of Dash and shot through the big dummies.

      They didn’t know where he went and continued to wander toward the other end of the small island, making annoyed groaning noises.

      In a fight, no doubt, they were tough enemies. And they probably dropped decent loot, too. But that wasn’t the strategy. The goal was to identify easily accessible loot, and this common treasure box was among the easiest.

      “What did we get?” he asked.

      Aayra didn’t need to open her inventory to check. She was smart like that. “Twenty chyps, three fish bones, and a sucker.”

      He liked having a reason to talk to her, to be near her. They were on an adventure together, working on a project they both enjoyed. What was better than that?

      “Avast, ye mateys!” a legless pirate yelled from the next island over. “Seize that lass! She’s taken our treasure!”

      Treasure?

      Marcel scanned the archipelago and found their newly minted guild member. Aymie was standing on a yellow blow-up boat, trying to not lose her balance as she used a paddle to pop a shimmering seashell.

      Strange. But life in a dungeon was strange. The seashell burst into colorful pixels that turned gold and formed a large chest. It dropped and nearly sunk the boat.

      “They got a prime treasure!” Aayra said, then her pretty eyes caught movement in the water, noticeable by how she took in a shallow gasp. “Sharks with pirates? We have to help.”

      Cogs! The last thing he wanted to do was offer himself up as shark chum. But this was a prime treasure! That was money and reputation.

      He gritted his teeth.

      That all-too-common sense of fear pooled into his stomach, feeling dense and terrible. But then, a thought twisted in his mind.

      What would Aayra think of him?

      He sprang forward. “I’ll distract them,” he said, focusing on doing and not thinking. He could practically see how cool he looked as he ran into the crystal-clear water and dove.

      Then a shark bit off his head.
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        * * *

      

      Aayra rolled her eyes.

      Every so often, Marcel acted as dented as Triton, all action and no thought. It seemed totally out of character, which made no sense.

      There were fourteen shark-riding pirates, twenty-eight normal sharks, and another eighteen pirates in three rowboats making their way out of the sea cave.

      In no reality would diving headfirst at the problem solve their current predicament. None of them could fight any shark, let alone an army of them.

      No, the only solution was clear as day. Cliche. She needed to get the Water Monster Repellent back. And she needed it now.

      Aymie, in her blowup boat, looted the treasure, swiping the items into her inventory. The golden chest burst into pixels and faded, releasing its immeasurable weight.

      “Get to the portal!” Aayra shouted, then sprinted to the log platform she and Marcel used to get to this island. Her fish zipped after her.

      Instead of waiting for the platform to drift up twenty feet where it met the others, she triggered Double Dash and formed just over the platform she needed.

      Aymie only had one of the paddles, and she used it admirably and frantically, moving at a decent clip toward the exit.

      Large blue-fin sharks circled her, bumping up against the boat’s sides. One surfaced, its mouth open to reveal its jagged teeth.

      Aymie summoned a rock and threw it, making the shark divert to the side. Smart! But another came up from behind and tore through the plastic. The back of the boat quickly deflated, letting seawater in.

      She wasn’t going to last long!

      Aayra scanned for her loot bag and found it hovering over the water near the center of the platform maze.

      “Move faster!” she commanded her platform, but obviously, it ignored her like an inanimate object ignoring the will of a desperate girl.

      Too literal!

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Eizel took in a frightful gasp. She had just thrown a cogging rock at a terrifying shark, which was a big win in her book. But then another shark came up from behind and tore through the back of the boat.

      By the Maker, they were everywhere!

      She wasn’t afraid to die. But Entin trusted her to get the treasure out, and for reasons beyond the logical ones, she desperately didn’t want to fail him. It was . . . well . . . because . . . reasons!

      She’d figure them out later.

      She paddled toward dozens of hovering log platforms. They moved in patterns like a constantly shifting sky labyrinth.

      A shark shot out of the water, followed by her paddle slamming against its nose.

      Two things occurred: thankfully, the shark diverted; unthankfully, her barbarian strength snapped the paddle in half, leaving her with nothing more than a sharp stick.

      Cogs! She’d swim, but the boat was keeping the sharks at bay. If she jumped into the water, she wouldn’t last more than a heartbeat.

      But now, all she had was a stick to poke them with. She stood the best she could, pushing her feet below the boat’s front inflated section.

      “Arrr,” said the pirate captain, riding a shark, “ye be a sorry excuse fer a sailor, matey. Hand over me booty, and I’ll make yer demise quick ’n’ painless.”

      She wore her most determined expression and pointed her stick in a threatening manner, intent on slowing him down long enough to give Aayra time to accomplish whatever she was doing.

      “Do your worst!” Eizel said.

      And so he did, by cutting her in half.
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        * * *

      

      The last time Aayra tried this, it failed terribly. But this time, she wanted the same outcome, so failing terribly was, in fact, succeeding brilliantly.

      The seconds ticked down in her mind as the platform glided through the air to her designated point. She drew in breath after breath to settle the obnoxious rattling organ in her chest.

      Then, with the courage she could muster, she ran from one end of her platform to the other and dove forward. The world blurred, and she shot twenty feet ahead, then dropped directly over her loot bag.

      As she fell, the shimmering shards of Aymie shot skyward.

      Cogs and sprockets!

      Aayra touched her bag before diving through the surface. Hungry sharks were everywhere as if looking for their next meal.

      Too cogging literal!

      Eight of them turned toward her.

      She swiped the items into her inventory, finding the use of her screen a tad more difficult while submerged.

      The closest shark was seven feet away!

      She withdrew the Water Monster Repellent and cracked it against the only hard surface she could think of at the moment: her head.

      The shark shot away, and she surfaced.

      “Avast ye!” the pirate captain yelled, trying to control his shark. “Don’t be swimmin’ in that direction, ye scurvy beastie! Listen to yer master! Where be ye takin’ me, ye toothy terror?”

      She triggered Sprint and followed her fish to Aymie’s hovering loot bag. Aayra swiped all the items into her inventory, not pausing for a second to see what the prime treasure included, then turned and swam toward the dungeon portal.

      She could taste the disgusting repellent in the water. But it didn’t seem as potent as when they used it at the lake.

      Oh no. . . .

      Her thoughts clicked together at the precise time she noticed the blue shark fins sticking out of the water had turned back toward her.

      It was so cogging obvious! The repellent would be too overpowered to clear out all the enemies of a water dungeon for hours. No . . . in a dungeon, the effects were nerfed.

      She quickly equipped her swimming suit and swam as fast as she could. The pirate captain yelled something from behind, but she didn’t care to stop and have a little chat.

      A shark rushed toward her, and she triggered Double Dash. Her movement shot through a mouthful of teeth. When the world snapped back together, another shark came from the other side.

      She Rolled past its snout and ducked under the wooden debris of the boardwalk, following her spirit fish. Three more sharks approached.

      Aayra summoned the Information Box on the portal and tapped the Accept button. It flashed red, and the portal remained shut!

      She triggered the first variant of Slide and plunged down to the ocean’s floor. Tiny spooked fish disappeared into the coral reefs.

      The sharks turned away, giving her only a few more seconds before they returned for another try.

      She hit the Accept button again.

      It failed to open!

      Cogs! Some other party must be using the portal. She hit the button over and over and over, sharks approaching from all sides.

      It opened!

      But a shark clamped down on her arm and shook left and right in an effort to tear it free. She triggered Dash and shot through the portal into the small dungeon entrance, instantly filled to the brim with relief like the last threads of hope had survived the dark of uncertainty.

      That was actually good.

      Everyone shouted. They weren’t celebratory shouts but shouts of alarm. Her arm came off in the jaws of the giant blue-fin shark, which then hopped about on the tangle of roots.

      Sophia, the lady that managed the dungeon, drew her sword. She shot forward, the blade gleaming white. It struck three times in the time it would normally take to attack once.

      She triggered other skills that sliced and pierced and dodged until the shark dissolved into blue pixels and faded.

      “New rule,” she said after taking a breath and sheathing her sword. “Monsters are to be left inside the dungeon at all times. No exceptions. E-except this one time since it’s a new rule.”

      “Did you get the prime treasure?” Entin asked, standing by Suma. Aymie wasn’t there. Obviously, she accidentally returned to the cemetery.

      “Dude . . . you smell terrible,” Marcel said, then added, “b-but I still like— I mean. You’re still cool!”

      Aayra laughed.

      Marcel was such a goof. Then she grinned triumphantly at her fellow Dungeon Runners and summoned her screen to reveal their prized loot, not counting what they had stored with Suma.

      
        
        ¤ Inventory [Aayra Jhaveri]

        » 3× Fish Bone

        » 1× Coral Golem Sucker

        » 1× Blue-fin Shark Meat

        » 2× Coconut

        » 1× Blow-up Paddle Boat

        » 1× Water Monster Repellent

        » 1× Rusty Cutlass [Standard · Rank 2]

        » 19 scyl, 20 chyps
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      Later that day, as the sun drifted toward the End Plane, Entin returned to the busy market, set on doing something he had wanted to do for a long time.

      Prime treasures didn’t pay out as much as completing a dungeon, but Marcel and Aayra had proved that the basic treasures were worth looting. As a whole, they had earned just over 23 scyl, not counting the many odd loot items they had found: glass shards, fish bones, and seaweed, among others.

      Marcel wanted to keep his crab-leg back scratcher, saying a Dungeon Runner’s first loot was special and worth keeping, to which Entin agreed.

      But beyond loot, the fact they had extracted a prime treasure again showed that the Dungeon Runners knew what they were doing. This contributed to the value of something Aayra and Marcel had come up with: dungeon guides.

      It was cogging genius!

      As soon as everyone had returned to the guildhall, those two went to work on a guide for the Abruel Dungeon. It provided their collective map, mob information, pictures, and tips on where to find the most accessible loot.

      Naturally, Aayra and Aymie had some thoughts on how much the guide should be sold for.

      But Entin had a different plan.

      The market was abuzz with activity. People were talking and bargaining and calling out their wares. The smells of savory foods, of cooked garlic and sweet onions, wafted through the crowd.

      And, of course, huddled against the walls—sleeping and sitting and looking despondent—were the beggars, a constant in the city.

      When so many people needed help, it didn’t feel like anything he could do would make a difference. But that was wrong. He might not be able to solve the overall problem, but he could help someone, and it would matter to them.

      The trick was deciding on who to start with. But then he saw a white boy with short brown hair, maybe fourteen or fifteen, sitting against the wall in his default clothes, holding another boy, perhaps six years old, that looked to be his brother.

      They didn’t watch the passing people. They didn’t beg for coins or food. They merely sat in a daze as if somewhere between sleeping and awake.

      Entin approached and sat in front of them.

      The older boy glanced up, a tinge of hope in his eyes until he saw his guest’s attire: brown shorts and shirt, the mark of poverty.

      “This is our spot,” he said, not unkindly, not with any real force behind the words. He merely let them dribble out, then returned to his state of silent suffering.

      “Don’t need your spot,” Entin said. “I’m looking to hire someone.” Honestly, he’d rather give them a place in the orphanage, but they already had seventeen people shoved into four bedrooms. “Pays in food.”

      This got their attention. The promise of food was a powerful incentive. The older boy looked over Entin again, then said, “No offense, but you don’t look like you can pay.”

      With two fingers, Entin summoned his game screen. He dropped a plate of buttered fish and roasted vegetables into each of their inventories, feeling a bit like Lourne, finding someone in need and feeding them.

      “What was that?” asked the little boy, likely hearing the chime of a received item.

      The older boy quickly summoned a green game screen and stared. “W-what type of work?”

      “Nothing the two of you couldn’t do,” Entin said, tossing the little kid’s hair. He summoned a copy of the newly written dungeon guide, which he intended to distribute for free to as many people as possible.

      This guide represented the way forward, not just for those in need but for the Dungeon Runners, too.

      Every dungeon they had attempted had come within seconds of failure. But if completing dungeons and retrieving prime treasures was a side goal, they could focus on exploring and documenting, which mitigated the risks, secured income, and helped others.

      Besides that, they needed to create their customers. Selling a handful of guides would not sustain the guild, let alone help it grow. But a hundred groups buying guides?

      Things were about to change in a big way.

      Entin held the guide out to the older boy. “The job is simple,” he said. “This guide is a contract that allows it to be duplicated. Just distribute it to anyone you think it would help.”

      “That’s it?” the boy asked.

      “What’s it?” his younger brother asked.

      Entin smiled. “That’s it for now. When the next dungeon is available, we’ll have another guide that we sell. If you want to join our sales team, we’ll get you set up.”

      The boy quickly stood and held out his hand. They shook. “Th-thank you. I mean it. I’ll tell everyone I know a-and everyone else!”

      “That’s all I ask,” Entin said and exchanged contact information with Lucas Surn, then told them to eat, which made the little boy perk up and ask about what they were supposed to eat.

      Lucas helped his brother open his game screen and withdraw a plate of food. The kid’s eyes widened, and he said, “For me? All of it? We can share. What? You got one, too!”

      Entin left and repeated the process another six times, finding people that were young enough that they didn’t receive a starting allocation of money and housing.

      He wasn’t against adults, but they were given a chance and screwed it up. For now, he wanted to help those abandoned by the system.

      On his way back to the orphanage, he caught sight of something blue. “Triton!” Entin called, and the guy ran up. “Where’ve you been? And where’s Bailey? It’s been two days!”

      The guy grinned and withdrew a green semi-transparent cube. “Bro, you’re not going to believe what we just did.”

      

      
        
        THE END OF

        Part One
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      You are reading Sharks & Pirates, a Dungeon Runners’ guide to the Abruel Dungeon, dated between 1.1.7 and 1.5.7. This guide was written by Marcel Rivers and Aayra Jhaveri.

      As our first official guide, we are releasing it for FREE. Please make copies and give them to anyone you believe this information can help.

      Future guides will release by the end of the dungeon’s reset day. Come to the Dungeon Runners’ guildhall to grab your copy or support our guide Runners who you’ll find in the market.

      Don’t miss the details! All sections include sub-documents for additional information.

      

  




FUN FACT!

      Did you know the Antarctic blue whale is the biggest animal on Old Earth? It can weigh up to 200 tons. But in this dungeon, it doesn’t come close to the big shark you must avoid at the very start when you have five or more members in your party.

      

  




DUNGEON THEME

      Welcome to a tropical paradise! This dungeon has a hot sun, crystal clear water, white-sand beaches, and lots of sharks and pirates.

      All dungeons have a theme, and this one is wet and wild. If you do not know how to swim, you should learn at Roya Lake before entering since the portal opens underwater.

      Get a swimming suit from the Dragon’s Dive (sponsor), which grants +1 to Swimming. If you are an adventurous group, we recommend grabbing a Water Monster Repellent.

      Note: The repellent has a limited effect in dungeons. It’ll repel monsters for about a minute. If you use it in Roya Lake, you should be safe to swim for a few hours. It also attracts fish, so bring along some fishermen and make their day better.

      

  




DUNGEON MAP

      As you can see, we scouted a large portion of the available dungeon. Most of it is covered in shark-infested water, so we advise sticking to the islands.

      There are pirates in the sea cave, hiding lots of loot. If you’re looking for a fight, that is a great place to go. You’ll meet the Pirate King there. Say “Hi” for us!

      To update your map with our information, press and hold the map graphic, then tap Accept.

      

  




DUNGEON MOBS

      The Dungeon Runners guild does not focus on killing mobs, so we do not have stats for the following monsters. But we have encountered them and have strategies for how to deal with them.

      Please select the mob for more information.

      

      
        
        » Blue Devourer [Massive Shark]

        » Blue-fin Shark [Shark]

        » Booty Beast [Mimic]

        » Coral Golem [Golem]

        » Giant Hornbill [Bird]

        » Glasstrap Crabs [Crab]

        » Juggernaut Jack [Pirate]

        » Pirate King [Pirate Boss]

        » Scallywag Skele [Pirate]

      

      

      

  




PRIME TREASURES

      Unfortunately, we only located two prime treasures, which have already been cleared. You can find these locations on the map.

      We’re curious, however, if new groups can earn some loot for completing a prime-treasure challenge that has already been claimed. If you give it a go, let us know what you discover!

      

      
        
        » Sky Labyrinth [Completed]

        » Sea Cave [Completed]

      

      

      

  




EASILY ACCESSIBLE LOOT

      You don’t have to have good gear—or any, for that matter—or excel at fighting to secure loot. We found four treasures that anyone can get without too much risk.

      Select the following for more information.

      

      
        
        » Glass Crab Island

        » Giant Hornbills

        » Sunken Sea Chest

        » Coral Golems

      

      

      

  




PLANT-FIBER SHOES

      Sometimes, shoes are nice. Whether or not you pursue the Glass Crab Island for some easy loot (see above), you might want some disposable shoes.

      You’re in luck! We all have the Plant-fiber Shoes blueprint. You just need plant fiber. And guess what? It’s everywhere. So, while hiking out to the Abruel Dungeon, grab some grass and break off some bush branches. You only need 50 plant fibers to make these shoes.

      

  




SECRET BONUS

      If you stay on the Glass Crab Island for more than five minutes, keep a watch out for the surfing flame dude. He’s totally cool!

      Give him a compliment, and he’ll give you a gift. We received two scyl and shark lollipops. They were delicious, turned our tongues blue, and granted +1 to Swimming.

      

  




SPONSOR

      The Dragon’s Dive is the ideal store for fishing gear, swimming suits, and—most useful for this dungeon—water monster repellent. Tell them that the Dungeon Runners sent you to get 10% off your first order!

      

  




AFFILIATE OPPORTUNITY!

      If you want to partner with the Dungeon Runners and sell our guides and services, you’ll receive 20% of all sales. Please contact Aayra Jhaveri to sign our affiliate contract. And if you do, welcome to the team!

      

      This concludes the Sharks & Pirates guide. Get notified of new guides, products, and services by subscribing to our guild’s Products & Services notifications.

      

      Exploit. Extract. Exit!
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        Ten minutes after voting on whether Aymie Avys should be allowed in the guild

      

      

      Triton—his face paint having worn off—followed Bay up the path that led to the Troken Dungeon, grinning. His masterful, brilliant plan worked!

      See? He was smart stuff.

      He had jumped on the opportunity to get Bay alone, the real Bay this time, not some monster repeating the same line every few minutes.

      That should have been a cogging clue, but he wasn’t one to judge. His mom used to say, Don’t you judge, honey, lest you be judged.

      She was a star.

      He missed his mom.

      In any case, someone needed to check out the new dungeon, and why not him and Bay? Entin and Aymie had a date with the Abruel Dungeon. Aayra was off doing field tests and stuff. And Marcel grew a pair and volunteered to help her.

      Good for him.

      Oh, when Bay realized it was just her and this dashing young man named Triton, she rolled her eyes in that adorable way he liked so much. She was just the cutest girl ever.

      Now she stomped ahead all cute-like, her purple-skinned zombie standing on her shoulder, clinging to her hair for dear life.

      She discovered that Nauflings had cosmetic settings and enjoyed giving Deadlius—they could also be renamed—a unique look.

      “Yo!” he said to break the silence. “What type of dungeon you think it’ll be?” She shrugged. “I want to find a dungeon that’s just massive hills of cotton candy. Cogs, I miss cotton candy. Have you had it before?”

      She glanced at him, her brows pinched in such a way that just filled him with happiness. She was just so cogging cute. It made him want to do something just to see how she’d react.

      So he plucked little Deadlius from her shoulder, dropped it, and kicked the little spirit-thing up the path toward the portal stone.

      She gasped, eyes wide.

      The zombie screamed a tiny sound.

      And Triton grinned. “What?” he asked with a shrug. “They’re indestructible. Let it have some fun.”

      “Fun? Ya call tormentin’ little creatures fun?”

      “No. . . .” he said and frowned. “Can’t torment something that’s not alive, can you? It gots to be programmed to experience fear and dread and pain. You think the developers would do that?”

      She smooshed her lips together in that unhappy, contemplative look she sometimes got. “I don’t know,” she said, then jogged up to where the zombie lay on its back, making dirt angels, all smiles.

      “Looks like it’s having fun to me.”

      “Whatever. Let’s just do this and get back.”

      “Alright. But if the dungeon is full of cotton candy, I super called it.” He pointed his index and middle finger at the floating white crystal and rotated his wrist.

      
        
        ¤ Troken Dungeon [Unique · Rank 1]

        » Dungeon Reset: 1d 14h 37m

        » Leaderboard: Unclaimed

        » Modifiers: None

      

      

      When the second window opened, he tapped Accept. The white crystal burst apart, shifting into blueish pixels that formed a vertical doorway of moving water.

      Triton stepped through.

      The other side was nothing but vast white with thousands of tiny floating tinsels that reflected all the colors. A soft whisper tickled his ear, saying words he couldn’t make out.

      A quick and happy tune filled the world, and colors bled into shapes he hadn’t seen before. There was a tan stone path, a blue sky, and rolling hills of pink cotton candy.

      Bay gawked.

      Deadlius moaned.

      And Triton grinned. “I’m brilliant!” he yelled to the valley of sweets. “They call me,” he said, taking a stoic pose, “the Dungeon Whisperer.”

      “How’ja know?” Bay asked, this time featuring a cute astonished face as she scanned their immediate surroundings. The corner of her mouth threatened to curve into a smile, but she had an iron will and bit her lip instead.

      The portal collapsed behind them. Large chunks of a baby blue boulder twisted and snapped back into its previous form, leaving soft lines on its surface to indicate their exit point.

      A book fell out of the sky and stopped a dozen feet away. The pages flipped open, and cartoon eyeballs blinked at them behind glasses.

      “Congratulations!” the book said in a male voice. “You have found a bonus dungeon.” Its pages fluttered in what appeared to be excitement.

      “Bonus dungeons,” he continued, “do not utilize the Droppable debuff, so drop dead whenever you please. Ha ha? I funny, yes? You’re not laughing! Well, if you do not wish to participate . . .” the book said, turning around.

      Triton barked a laugh. “This book-thing is hilarious. Right, Bay?”

      Bay smiled. Smiled! It wasn’t a laugh or giggle or snicker—he was most accustomed to the snicker—but cogs was she a sight to see. This bonus dungeon was his chance. He just knew it!

      The book spun around, its fake eyebrows raised as if surprised. “Wonderful! I’d hate to have made this dungeon for nothing, you know?”

      “Ya made this?” Bay asked.

      “Sure did. And let me say, it’s my finest work! It’s also my first. Bonus dungeons are rare and special and come with some ruuuules.

      “First! No pictures, no streaming, and no talking to people outside in the dull world. They won’t be able to enter the dungeon. This is an exclusive event.

      “Second! Death here is not typical. Nope. You won’t ascend to the Celestial Plane and respawn outside the dungeon. You’ll . . . well, I don’t want to ruin the surprise. Just make sure you’re activating the checkpoints.

      “Third! And this is the most important rule of them all. You must- have- fun! Okay, not strictly a rule, but it’d be a big waste if this isn’t the best dungeon experience you’ve ever had!”

      The book fluttered its pages and smiled.

      “So,” he continued, “are you game?”
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      Before Bailey could voice any of her coggin’ concerns—for which there were bunches—the idiot known as Triton shouted that they were ready.

      The book fluttered its pages and smiled a mite too chipper-like. There was definitely somethin’ up with it. It couldn’t really just want to provide a fun experience.

      She half expected a steel door to drop from the sky and block their exit. But the dungeon’s portal remained unaffected. So, fine, maybe it didn’t matter that Triton always—

      He took her hand and hopped on a newly formed jelly-thing. They flew! Launched high in the sky and landed dab in the middle of pink clouds that weren’t there a minute ago.

      “Cotten candy clouds!” Triton said, pluckin’ a pink fluff ball from a table with a sign that read, Please take one. He ate it and grinned. “It’s just as I remembered. Sweet.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      Sweet? Pfft.

      Then she got a big ol’ mouthful of the stuff. She jerked, and he laughed. She nearly spat it out, but this one was blue and tasted like blueberries with tons of sugar.

      Her favorite color happened to be blue. And . . . yeah, she liked Triton’s hair. But there was no coggin’ way she’d admit that to him. He was already insufferable enough.

      “This stuff is good, isn’t it?” he asked.

      Her little zombie agreed with a high-pitched moan, somehow chompin’ down on its own blue ball of cotton candy.

      She huffed, not wantin’ to admit anythin’ to him, and walked forward on a short path of hardened pink and blue swirls like the fluffy candy had been compressed to a glossy sheen.

      The music up here had a different pace, like the happy tune was elongated in parts, then abrupt and sharp in other parts.

      In a whoosh, a stack of three spherical pieces of blue candy popped up from them pink clouds, right where the path petered out.

      An adorable candy-themed Naufling stood at the top, smilin’ and wavin’ suckers like they were flags. She wanted to snatch it and add it to her growin’ collection.

      “It’s a checkpoint,” Triton said oh-so observantly.

      “But what’re we supposed to do?” she asked.

      The Naufling jumped and thrust its suckers forward. The path suddenly grew, shootin’ out in a curvin’ line. The clouds cleared, revealin’ just how terribly high they were over the rest of the colorful dungeon.

      Yellow pixels burst in spots, formin’ into large fans. Some glided in the air, up and down. Others glided horizontally. And still, others were angled in spots, not movin’ at all.

      Triton stepped forward and laughed. “I’m weightless!” He kinda floated ‘round like it was Spacewalk Day, when the colony turned down the gravity to celebrate the early astronauts who paved the way for space exploration.

      Bailey took a step and launched herself off the path toward the far drop. Her heart skipped a beat, and she sucked air through her teeth.

      Triton grabbed her and pulled her close, laughin’ at her expense.

      “It ain’t funny!” she said, frustrated at bein’ so frustrated. It wasn’t his fault . . . this time. Maybe she should stop bitin’ his head off whenever he was actually helpful.

      In truth, she had never been great in low gravity, not like Entin. He loved glidin’ through the air. To him, it was effortless. To her, it made her stomach feel wrong. She was perfectly happy with solid ground.

      Triton just smiled smugly. He was always smilin’, always happy, always takin’ her verbal assaults as if they didn’t affect him at all. And she hated how readily those verbal assaults came.

      Finally, she said, lookin’ away, “Thanks.”

      “Boom! You are most welcome. We’re a team, you and me. Got to have each other’s back, right?”

      She nodded reluctantly, then gently pushed forward and flew an extra foot, wavin’ her arms like a coggin’ bird for balance.

      This was so not fun!

      That book was dented.

      Triton moved down the path smoothly, hands tucked into his pockets like it was no big deal. “You’re thinking too much and stuff. Just relax. Turn off your brain.”

      She refrained from sayin’ that was easier done when ya didn’t have a brain. A tinge of pride at not sayin’ somethin’ nasty bloomed within her chest.

      But how did someone turn off their brain? She didn’t feel like she was overthinkin’ anthin’ at all.

      Just . . . walk, she told herself.

      She stepped forward, glided a bit extra, and landed with no fanfare. She did it again. No wavin’ her arms, and no springin’ herself to her death. It was just a step, followed by another and another.

      “Nice! You’re a pro . . .” Triton said.

      Bailey smiled.

      “. . . at walking,” he finished with a snort.

      Bailey frowned, which made him laugh. She was so not proud of herself for her previous restraint and wanted to punch him, but that might send him flying to his death, and she didn’t want to kill him.

      Or did she?

      Her army of Bailey brain cells cheered in favor of a good punch, so she gave it her best.

      The force blasted him off the platform! His expression finally lost the smile, replaced by shock.

      Regrettably . . . she was shoved in the opposite direction. Her mischievous grin was quickly replaced with a grimace, and she fell.
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        * * *

      

      Triton fell off the platform . . . slowly. Bay had tried to kill him. That was just so coggin’ cool! It was definitely the next step in a long journey of steps to love. Slow and steady.

      He waited until he drifted about ten feet from the path, then triggered Dash. The world blurred, and he snapped back close to where he was, safe and sound.

      Bay, on the other hand, must have had a brain fart. When he suggested turning off her brain, he didn’t mean completely. She forgot about her skills and died. Kind of. . . .

      Instead of bursting into shards of white that shot toward the sky, she poofed into a blue ball of cotton candy and hovered there, candied eyes looking all surprised and stuff.

      She floated up to the path and glared at him. A smaller ball followed. It groaned like her zombie.

      “You’re so cute!” he said, which was a safe thing to admit, given her fluffy appearance. “I could just gobble you up.”

      Her eyes widened, and she backed away. “You better not!” she said in a squeaky voice, not like her own. “I doubt I taste like candy.”

      “Only one way to find out,” he said and snatched the air where she was. Alas, he couldn’t touch her. She was like a candy ghost.

      She and her spirit-thing opened their mouths in disbelief. “You were totally gonna do it!”

      “What you talking about? I wouldn’t intentionally harm you, unlike someone. Anyways, you probably should return to the checkpoint.”

      She humphed and floated to the stack of blue candy. The moment she touched it, a slight outline of her human self appeared as if being withdrawn for an inventory, then it filled in.

      She glared from the starting point, took a step, and broke through the path. A few seconds later, another cotton-candy Bay floated up to the checkpoint and reformed into her old, angry, and very cute self.

      He tried not to laugh or smile or do anything to taunt her. It was just so cogging easy, and it filled him with such joy. If only they could live through life like this, he’d be happy forever.

      This time, instead of taking the path back to where Triton stood, she picked up one of the cotton candy balls from the table and ate it. Her blonde hair seemed to gain an extra bit of bounce to it.

      She returned, mastering the ability to walk, and said, “Don’tcha say anythin’.”

      “Wasn’t going to say anything,” he lied. “Now,” he said and pointed to the next part of the path that had gaps. “Think you can handle a small jump, or are you going to die again?”

      To prove to him that she could, very well, handle a little jump, she hopped the distance and totally overshot. She twisted in the air and Dashed, having learned her lesson, but overshot again.

      A minute later, she walked up from behind. “I ain’t wanna hear a word from ya.”

      Ohhh, how he desperately wanted to say something to make her explode, but for now, he was the perfect gentleman.

      He tested a few hops in place, getting a decent feel for how high he could jump, which happened to be a nice five feet.

      Bay watched him, which made his perfect bounce over the gap so much better.

      She pinched her lips together, shook her head, let out an annoyed breath, then copied him, jumping in place to get a feel for this new environment.

      When she was ready, looking all confident and stuff, she jumped. “Catch me!” she yelled as she overshot again.

      Triton shrugged as if touching her was against the rules.

      “Ya coggin’ du—”

      Before she could finish her insult, he grabbed her hand and pulled her to the path. “What were you saying?”

      She made cute Bay noises and turned away.

      This dungeon was amazing!

      They continued across the path. He went first every time, and every time, he helped Bay land safely, only a smile on his face, happy to be useful.

      The gaps in the path changed to be larger and shorter. The next path was sometimes much higher or lower. It forced them to adapt and grow accustomed to their new abilities.

      At the end of the jumps was a checkpoint. A spirit-thing waved its suckers at them in celebration. The winding path that came before crumbled into pixels and faded.

      “The fans!” Bay said, looking across the rest of the insanely fun-looking course. Her zombie moaned with a tinge of anxiety.

      Triton grinned. “It’s going to be awesome! Don’t worry so much about it. Relax,” he said, giving her shoulders a massage and happy she didn’t pull away. “You totally got this.”

      There was always time for teasing and stuff, but this wasn’t that time. He wanted her to know that she could lean on him if she wanted.

      They continued.

      The moving fans added a whole new challenge, forcing them to hide behind cloud-brick walls or time their jumps differently. Some fans forced them to make multiple jumps before finding the safety of another wall. To get caught by a fan was instant death and restart, which happened many times.

      Over the next two hours, Bay seemed to relax and have fun. From time to time, she forgot herself and smiled when she didn’t think he was watching. But he was always watching.

      The last challenge required using the fans like they were jumping pads. He shot through the air, laughing with pure exuberance. Three platforms later, they reached the end.

      Bay used a Dash to correct her path but still came up short. He jumped off the last platform, grabbed her, and Dashed back.

      She laughed, breathing hard, still in his arms. When that realization dawned, she stepped away, clasped her hands together, and tried—poorly—to force her emotions down.

      Boom! Things were going splendidly.

      “Congratulations!” said the book that appeared ahead of them. It had a wide smile, its pages fluttering. “You two make a great team. I’ve never seen people work so well together.”

      “Ain’t this yer first dungeon?” Bay asked.

      “Why yes, yes it is. But I can imagine how people would work together, and you two are doing well.”

      “Did we complete the dungeon?”

      “Complete?” the book shouted, then laughed. “No, miss, you have only completed the first of ten challenges.”

      “Ten! But we’ve been here for hours. We’ve gotta get back to our guild.”

      Triton tried not to show his disappointment. The last few hours had been amazing! Not only was it the most fun he had since digitizing, he got to spend it with Bay.

      The book spun in the air and summoned a colorful piñata. “Miss, you are not trapped here. You may leave at any time. But if you do, you cannot return.

      “For every challenge you complete, you get loot. Don’t you want looot? Loot is good, right?”

      “This is a rare dungeon-thing,” Triton said. “I think the others will understand. We might get something that helps everyone.”

      Bay furrowed her brow. She tapped the piñata, and nothing happened.

      The book laughed. “Have you not opened a piñata before? You don’t tap it. You bash it!” A stick materialized.

      She looked to Triton, and he gave her his award-winning smile of approval. She took the stick and slammed it against the piñata, over and over.

      Different colored taffy sprung into the air and hovered like individual loot bags. But then something else appeared: tickets, 60 golden tickets.

      The book burst apart, leaving pages to flutter around and fade, then walls covered in all sorts of gear lifted from the clouds. A roof landed above them. Flame spirits watched from the rafters, lighting the newly formed shop.

      The book was at the front counter. “You may use your tickets to buy rare gear to help you in your adventures. What fun! Have a look around.”

      Triton tapped the candy and pulled it all into his inventory, then withdrew chicken-flavored bubblegum. It was deliciously . . . nasty.

      Bay’s eyes widened at the selection of loot. There were weapons and armor and gem-things that allowed for casting magic. There were recipes, paintings, and furniture. But her eyes went to the wall of spirit-things.

      “These are for sale?” she asked in awe, looking at a familiar one, the candy spirit that had waved its suckers whenever they reached a checkpoint.

      “Of course!” the book said. “Everything with a price tag is for sale. You want a Naufling?”

      She frowned at the price tag. The candy spirit-thing was 400 tickets. All of the Nauflings were.

      “Girlio, we can get it,” Triton said, excited at the prospect of continuing this adventure. “We just need to complete more challenges.”

      “But that won’t help the guild,” she said. “They’re waitin’ on us. If we stay here, it can’t be ‘cause I want another Naufling.”

      Bah, she was right, of course, which meant he needed to find something worth staying for. He scanned the shop and paused at a shelf of green cubes. “What’re those?”

      “Master blueprints!” the book said. “Very handy for learning new skills. And as the master of the blueprint, you can share or sell copies of it. Rare and useful!”

      There were all types of skills, including Utility skills. Entin would definitely appreciate one of these. But . . . they were 600 tickets.

      Bay seemed to be reading his mind and stuff. She asked, “Are we limited to sixty tickets per challenge?”

      “Not at all!” the book said. “All challenges have a total of a hundred tickets based on completion speed. And there are hidden bonuses, too.”

      “This is worth it,” Triton said. He didn’t know what skill was worth staying for, but he also didn’t care. If it got Bay to stay, that was a win.

      She had her uber-cute thinking cap on, considering the skills and the wall of spirit creatures. After an eternity, she nodded. “Okay,” was all she said.

      The book spun in the air. “Marvelous!”
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      Bailey sprinted down a long hall in the gingerbread labyrinth, red and green and blue gumdrops givin’ chase behind her.

      All it took was one touch, and she’d die. It had already happened three times! The only benefit of such a death was how she turned into a gumdrop herself and could bounce high over the maze to figure out where Triton was.

      After she had agreed to continue with the dungeon, and after the book understood they were saving their tickets, the next challenge started.

      The clouds opened beneath their feet, and they fell and fell and continued to fall even after splashing into the chocolate lake.

      In a flurry of pixels, she was recreated in front of a cage made of candy canes. Triton was inside, sittin’ on some throne-like chair, lookin’ all nonplussed. His blue hair was long and curly, and he wore a cute tiara.

      The dungeon made him the damsel in distress.

      Before she could laugh at his expense, a force pulled her away as hundreds of giant graham crackers fell and formed walls.

      She had two superpowers.

      The first was a large pastry bag for spreadin’ frostin’ around. If she drew a line across the floor, a graham cracker would slide into that spot, blockin’ the path.

      The second superpower was a sword-sized butterknife that allowed her to break through walls. It took 10 seconds and required 10 Resource, which was somethin’ she had never used before.

      It was all kinda peculiar. But that seemed to be par for the course ‘round here.

      Bailey hightailed it to the next bend. She engaged the second variant of Slide, allowin’ her to change directions immediately without slidin’ and keep movin’.

      The gumdrops were fast little dulicks! They hopped forward and bounced off the walls to continue their chase.

      “Triton!” she yelled, then drew a line of frostin’ behind her. A graham cracker slammed into the slot. The labyrinth shook.

      While puttin’ up new walls had a very clear benefit of blockin’ monsters, it came with an unforeseen consequence: those walls didn’t go away on her next try. This was countered, of course, by the ability to break walls.

      She heard her name somewhere ahead, which meant this was the right direction. The hallway split left and right. She chose left and continued.

      Every wall in the maze had a slightly different design. But her memory was coggin’ terrible! She wasn’t the type to sit back and think. It was why she loved bein’ a Distractor.

      A voice called out ahead. It was the same as before, but now that she was closer, it didn’t actually sound like her name.

      Bailey turned two more corners and stopped. The gumdrops in this area had combined on large toothpicks, makin’ themselves into a humanoid shape.

      It looked at her, its head cocked to one side, its different colored gummy insides were torn and mixed together like a candy horror show. “Bay-ee,” it said in a strangled voice. “Bay-ee, bay-eee!”

      Cogs! She had been followin’ the shouts of monsters, not Triton. She spun to get the hell out of there and toppled over a second monster.

      Her skin bubbled and changed to be blue, and she shrunk down into a gumdrop. The butterknife and pastry bag she was holdin’ fell next to her, then burst into pixels.

      She sighed, and her gummy lips blew a raspberry. Deadlius mimicked her reaction, floating next to her as a tiny undead gumdrop.

      If only she could message Triton, they could figure out a strategy. But she was alone! Never had she thought she’d actually miss that blue-haired demon of a boy.

      But . . . bein’ here without his constant teasin’ and smiles and reassurances made it feel lonely.

      Bailey jumped and jumped and jumped, each time reachin’ a new height. The maze was just so coggin’ huge! It stretched in all directions, makin’ her feel inadequate to the task.

      There were also secrets hidden down there, secrets that would get them more tickets. But all she wanted to do was solve the maze and get Triton back so he could say somethin’ dented.

      He was the very best at sayin’ dented stuff.

      In her gumdrop form, she couldn’t explore the maze freely. Her movements were limited to vertical only. If she kept jumpin’, she’d eventually hit a point that would return her to the start.

      She pushed herself higher and higher, then burst into pixels. Seconds later, she stood in a room with pictures on the walls of gingerbread dungeons and their gumdrop monsters.

      “Again?” she asked her zombie Naufling.

      It made an indecisive moan that was high-pitched and cute. It made her smile.

      Truthfully, the little creature hadn’t been useful, given its skill of detecting the undead. The candy dungeon didn’t have undead monsters.

      But she liked it all the same. She liked all of her Nauflings: her first spirit that Entin gave her, a Rosaima, and the one she earned in the undersea library, a Timberwood Spiritfish.

      That thought snagged somethin’. Ehh, some days—only a few!—she was as coggin’ dented as Triton, rusty bits and all. This dungeon had secrets. All dungeons did! And she just so happened to have a secret sniffer Naufling.

      She had approached this challenge with force and action. But maybe it was an intellectual challenge all along. The more she thought about it, the more her approach felt wrong.

      Sprintin’ through the maze and attractin’ all the baddies only made it more difficult. Her equipment didn’t have limits as long as she took her time to regenerate Resource.

      She summoned her Timberwood Spiritfish, and it drained 50 of her Familiar Energy, leavin’ her with 15/100.

      Deadlius moaned its greeting, which the fish promptly ignored. It swam toward the maze, lookin’ as if it were eager to discover somethin’ new.
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        * * *

      

      Triton stabbed his butterknife into a graham-cracker wall and engaged its ability-thing that used Resource instead of Stamina. Ten seconds later, a door-sized rectangle burst into pixels.

      He poked his head through, looked both ways to ensure there were no gummy enemies, then signaled his fishy-fish to take the lead.

      Normally, he would have sold the spirit-thing, but Bay seemed quite attached to them. After losing his race with Entin, he had desummoned the creature so the kids wouldn’t try to color it.

      It was blue.

      They matched!

      But then, Triton fell into this maze-place and knew his little spirit-thing was perfect for the job. If he wanted Bay to think lovey-dovey thoughts of him, he had to show her that he could be smart, too.

      In any case, he landed right outside of a cage that trapped Bay. The dungeon made her hair long and curly and gave her a tiara.

      She was so cogging cute with long hair! She was so cogging cute with short hair, too. She was just cogging cute in any style.

      What sucked, however, was this challenge. He wanted to be with her, not stuck in some dented maze alone, needing to rescue her.

      And how rude was it that the dungeon made her, of all people, a princess needing saving? Bah. Bay was no princess. She was a Distractor! Tough, fearless, and willing to get her hands dirty.

      No matter. He’d save her, be the hero, and get them to the next challenge so he could worm his way into her heart and give her some of that joy she gave him on the daily.

      His fish took a hard right, and he followed. He’d normally sprint through the maze and solve it with pure determination. Success came from action!

      But . . . after dying the first time and seeing just how cogging big the maze was, he figured it’d take less time to just let the fish figure it out. It was, perhaps, his most brilliant idea yet.

      The gummy enemies didn’t appear to have eyes or ears or anything for that matter. They were colored goop that seemed to be attracted by vibrations.

      Running made vibrations.

      Walking didn’t.

      So he walked behind his fish and tiptoed whenever a gummy-dummy bounced nearby. They were so blind that one passed right ahead of him, none the wiser.

      His fish zipped forward and bobbed in the air near a decorated wall. White and red frosting made a pattern that revealed six square buttons.

      Boom! It was a puzzle, which meant this wall hid bonus tickets. They needed as many as possible so Bay could get her spirit-thing. She’d cherish it and think of him every time she saw it.

      Triton pushed a random button, and it slid until it became flush with the wall. A ticking sound indicated that the puzzle was timed.

      He pushed another button, and the ticking stopped. Both buttons slid back out. His fish bobbed in the air excitedly, encouraging him to try again.

      So he did, pushing the original button again and a new second button. The same thing happened. He repeated the process another ten times, smashing buttons in random sequences because luck would surely solve the problem.

      And when luck didn’t step up and do its cogging job, he engaged his wall-bashing ability and knocked a hole at the center of the puzzle.

      Boom! Who needed to solve puzzles when they could just take a shortcut? He was smart stuff!

      There was a hidden room beyond his new hole. And sitting at the center of the room was a candied treasure chest covered in golden goodies.

      He grinned.

      The treasure burst into pixels and faded.

      His fish gave him a judgmental stare.

      “Pfft! I didn’t know that would happen.” No one said he had to complete the puzzle to get the bonus. Dented maze-place. Dented puzzle-thing!

      He tried adding frosting to the new door, but the wall that filled in the space didn’t have the same puzzle decorations as before. It also created vibrations.

      Gummy things bounced around the corner, all excited to touch him. Honestly, it all seemed rather inappropriate.

      Triton tiptoed to the opposite side of the hall and held perfectly still, which included seeing how long he could hold his breath.

      The dented monsters bounced up to the newly repaired wall and stopped. Their little goo-bodies wiggled for a few minutes, waiting for some sign.

      “Triton!” Bay’s voice came from down the hall. She must be getting cogging bored sitting in her cage. He didn’t blame her, but he couldn’t just yell back with these monsters here.

      The gummies bounced down the hall toward her, and he took in a breath, finding his lung capacity to be quite amazing.

      He was always good at holding his breath and swimming. The aquaponics staff gladly let him clean the aquarium tanks, which earned extra credits and had real fish! That was better than begging some rich person to use their private swimming pool.

      His fishy-fish bobbed toward the direction Bay’s voice had last been heard. Right! This was no time to wander down memory lane.

      He had a girl to woo.
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        * * *

      

      Instead of sprintin’, Bailey walked, which happened to be the answer she was lookin’ for the entire time. The gumdrops didn’t bother her at all!

      Sure, the maze was massive, but she got this. She just had to casually walk through, followin’ her cute fish. It swam ahead, all proud for bein’ the coggin’ best Naufling, given the challenge.

      Once she had made more progress than any prior attempt, she yelled, “Triton!” Her voice seemed to get absorbed by the heavy crackers.

      If the walls weren’t so coggin’ huge, she would have triggered the second variant of Dash to see where she was at. Or if the walls had been positioned a tiny bit closer, she could use the first variant of Wall Kick to bounce between them and get to the top.

      But she could do neither! Frustratin’ maze. The only available options were to blast through walls and yell, hopin’ there were no nearby gumdrops.

      “Bay-ee, bay-eee!” said a creepy voice in response to that thought. The walkin’ gumdrop monster turned the corner. Its head seemed permanently cocked to the side, stuck there. Goo dripped down the front of it like slobber.

      She fought her instincts to run. If she was right, they couldn’t see. And they ain’t got a nose, either. But since this one appeared after she called for Triton, maybe they could hear.

      It stumbled forward, its head cockin’ to the other side. Long strands of goo stretched from its shoulder to head.

      Bailey slowly backed away, toes gently sliding across the floor made of crumbs.

      It followed with uncertain steps but still closin’ the gap. Cogs! She hated these monsters. Her army of Bailey brain cells was huggin’ the middle line between gettin’ the hell out of there and holdin’ her ground.

      A sound came from behind.

      More gumdrops!

      She pressed herself against the wall and grimaced, wishin’ Triton was here. Dyin’ over and over was so much easier when she had someone to do it with.

      The humanoid gumdrop stepped past her. “Bay-eee,” it whispered as if knowin’ she was close by. Its head twitched like a zombie.

      Then Deadlius let out its little high-pitched moan that, in any other situation, would have made her giggle for how cute it was. But not this time.

      The monster snapped its attention to her. All of her Bailey brain cells rushed to the get-the-hell-out side of her brain, and she sprinted away from all the candied monsters.

      “Bay-ee!” the monster cried in a shrill and excited voice. It raced after her, gumdrop legs propelling it forward faster than the other gumdrops!

      She turned a corner at the last second, triggerin’ the second variant of Slide to maintain her momentum.

      The gumdrop walker slid across the crumbs, missin’ the turn. But there were more of them!

      She turned another corner and another. Every direction seemed to be swarmin’ with the gumdrops, huntin’ for the last Dungeon Runner in their maze.

      She Dashed through one of the standin’ gumdrop monsters and immediately triggered Slide to avoid the reaching arms of another.

      They gave chase!

      She turned a bend, then whipped out her pastry bag and drew a line. A giant graham cracker slammed down, slicin’ one of the standin’ gumdrops in half.

      Its head and arms wiggled in an attempt to dislodge themselves from their toothpicks.

      It wasn’t dead. . . .

      Cogs! She sprinted around another corner, lookin’ back to see how far away these new enemies were, then ran straight into another.

      She screamed and jumped back, expectin’ her skin to bubble and change colors, but instead, she saw Triton.

      “How’ja get out!” they both asked at the same time, lookin’ confused. “Out of what?” they asked. “Stop copying me,” they said. “I’m not—”

      Triton jumped past and drew a line, blockin’ the gumdrops that had freed themselves from the toothpicks.

      He grinned. By the Maker, she didn’t mind at all. They were together again. But . . . that didn’t make sense. Her challenge was to save him.

      More gumdrops, likely hearin’ the new walls droppin’ into place and hearin’ them shout, came racin’ around the corner ahead.

      He grabbed her hand and motioned to the top of the wall. “Me, then you.” He didn’t need to explain any more than that.

      The world blurred, and they snapped back into reality most of the way up the wall. Then she triggered her Double Dash, takin’ them the rest of the way.

      “Boom! Can’t get us up here,” he said to the gumdrop monsters that bounced all around, lookin’ for the source of the sound.

      “What now?” she asked, not entirely sure she wanted to let go of his hand in case somethin’ else came to separate them.

      He nodded across the maze, where there was a big green exit sign made of suckers. She grinned, excited to finally escape this terribly not-fun challenge.

      It turned out that crossin’ the maze from above was lots easier than doin’ it from below. It took them about fifteen minutes to navigate the walls and jump over the gaps.

      “Congratulations!” the book said, appearin’ ahead of them. It summoned another piñata, and Triton was happy to bash it apart.

      They got more candy and 85 golden tickets, giving them 145 total.

      “Wonderful teamwork,” the book said. “But I sense you didn’t like this challenge. Was it not fun?”

      “No,” they both said at the same time, then grinned.

      “Stop copyin’ me,” Bailey said.

      “You first. But as to the challenge, don’t split us up. How’s that fun?”

      “I see!” the book said. “That is marvelous feedback, good sir. I shall keep groups together in future fun dungeons. Yes, that sounds good! Now, would you like to browse my shop of magical goods?”

      Triton glanced down at her, then shook his head. “We don’t have enough yet. Onward to the next challenge!”
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      Triton liked the next challenge for one simple reason, he got to tackle it with Bay. And, if he didn’t imagine it, they most certainly made for a great team.

      Their third challenge was an obstacle course over liquid chocolate. They rushed across padded platforms and dodged padded fists and swinging balls and moving walls.

      Each section of the course had a checkpoint with the candy spirit-thing at the top, waving its suckers at them for encouragement.

      Bay laughed whenever he got blasted off a platform and landed in the chocolate. He liked that laugh so much that he failed on purpose just to see it.

      Of course, she got knocked off a fair number of times, too. And when he laughed, she didn’t seem to mind as much as during the first challenge. In fact, she often joined in.

      Making progress!

      They earned 65 golden tickets.

      The fourth challenge was another mental one. They both groaned. It was caramel sudoku.

      There were nine types of giant caramel candies, each designed differently. They had to drag the heavy blocks of caramel to a board so that no two candies matched in a line, horizontal or vertical, or repeated within the same three-by-three square.

      That one only granted them 35 golden tickets, and it took forever. This brought their total to 245.

      For the fifth challenge, they decided to focus on finding the bonus to maximize their golden tickets.

      They materialized at one end of a series of rows. Green frog gummies sat on a table, and when they ate their candy, they turned into frogs. He was blue, and she was pink, becoming their reverse colors from the cotton candy challenge.

      When they hopped to the first row, all the other rows started moving at different speeds, left or right. They also had giant round candies that rolled from one end to the other, disappearing in black tunnels only to reappear on the opposite side.

      If either he or Bay got smooshed, the other could hop on the flattened one three times to inflate them again. If they both got smooshed, they burst into pixels and reformed at the start.

      This level had a golden frog at the center, guarded by two rings with moving saw blades protecting it. One hit from a saw blade was instant death. And unfortunately, while they were frogs, they didn’t have any of their Utility skills.

      After a dozen retries, Bay secured the golden frog, worth 50 tickets by itself. And when they finally crossed to the other side, they collected another 65 from the piñata.

      This brought them to 360 tickets in total.

      “I’m the bestest frog,” Bay said, grinning at Triton with her hands clasped behind her back.

      This version of Bay was the best version. She was so cogging cute and happy and full of confidence.

      He liked that, liked it a lot.

      After the frog challenge, they appeared back in the main dungeon on a path that wound around pink cotton candy hills. It was night, and the stars shimmered brighter than ever.

      It didn’t feel remotely like they had been here all day, but when he checked the clock on his game screen, it confirmed it. He wished for a thousand more days like this.

      “Ya got nothin’? No retort?” she asked, her cute brows pinched in suspicion.

      He laughed and agreed she was the best frog, but he was the best at everything else.

      “No way! Okay, fine, you’re better at the cotton candy jump challenge. And maybe sudoku.”

      “Bah! You can have sudoku. That was a miserable game.”

      “Right? Terrible.”

      There was a campfire ahead, and they made their way to it. It had two bedrolls, two toasting forks, and a candy spirit-thing. It waved its suckers and made squeaking noises while jumping up and down.

      “It’s a Dulcitrum!” Bay said, sitting on one of the bedrolls. She asked it why it was there, and it wiggled, its tiny face pinched as if constipated, and popped out a large marshmallow.

      “Thank ya very much!” she said, accepting the marshmallow and skewering it on a toasting fork. “It ain’t the best dinner, but it’s better than nothin’.”

      Triton sat on the bedroll opposite Bay. Spending the night with her was many-many steps in the future, but a dinner date wasn’t too far off.

      “You’re hungry?” he asked.

      “Starved,” she said and held her skewered marshmallow out near the flame. “I read about people roastin’ marshmallows on Old Earth. But I’ve never done it before.”

      Triton summoned his game screen and swiped to his inventory. He was the only one picking up the candy from the piñatas, thinking of the kids.

      He had all sorts of candy, most of which did not have candy-related flavors. He inspected one and found that it provided 15 Satiated, much more than a typical taffy should.

      “Ha!” he said, and Bay looked up with a raised eyebrow. “This isn’t candy. They are tiny meals.”

      “For real?”

      He withdrew a red one with black, tan, and brown spots. “This is pizza. It grants 15 Satiated.”

      Her mouth dropped open. “I-I haven’t had pizza since . . . I don’t know. I wanna try.”

      She caught the taffy and unwrapped it. The wrapper turned into pixels and faded. She bit it in half and chewed, her eyes wide. “This’s so coggin’ cool! The texture is way off, but it tastes perfect. Here, try.”

      He accepted the half-eaten taffy, mentally checking off the Sharing Food step on his journey, and popped it into his mouth.

      She was right. It had all the flavors: the crust, the tomato paste, seasoning, meat, and cheese. It felt chewy but tasted real.

      “What else ya have?” she asked, then her marshmallow caught fire. The candy spirit-thing squeaked in horror, and Bay quickly blew it out and frowned at the blackened exterior.

      “Here,” he said, motioning for the marshmallow. He lightly pinched it and slid the outside off, then ate it, making the marshmallow a white thing again, now glistening in the firelight.

      She giggled, and his heart melted for the thousandth time that day. “Ya fixed it. How’ja know that’d work?”

      “Saw it in an old movie once. But they didn’t have spirit-things to get upset whenever you burned their gifts.”

      “I’m so sorry,” she said to the unhappy candy spirit. “I ain’t very good at this. But I’ll do a better job, okay?”

      It smiled and waved its suckers.

      Triton threw a new taffy at Bay.

      She checked the label and threw it back. “Gross! I don’t want pig slop!”

      He laughed. “I also have Can of Worms.”

      “Eww. What’s the point of that?”

      He shrugged.

      She leaned forward, a mischievous grin on her face. “I dare ya to eat it. And don’t say no! Ya gotta prove yerself brave.”

      “I will if you will.” He pulled it apart. She stopped grinning, which made him laugh. “You can’t back out of your own dare!”

      “Fine. Give it.” She took the second half and waited for him to eat his portion first. He did, which made her frown and roll her eyes before popping it into her mouth.

      It tasted like . . . dirt. The taffy texture probably wasn’t too far off from worms, either.

      She shrugged. “I was expectin’ worse.”

      “What’s your favorite food?”

      “Hmm.” She pulled her marshmallow off and ate it. “This is much better than worms.”

      “You don’t have a favorite?” he asked, skimming over his list of flavored taffy.

      “I don’t know. It’s just been so long since we’ve had normal food. And before that, we lived on calorie packets.”

      “Cheeseburger?”

      “They’re fine.”

      “Pea soup?”

      “Ugh. My aunt made that once. Or whatever she made was green. I refused to eat it because of the color, and she got so coggin’ mad.” Bay took in a breath and looked away.

      A silence fell over them. There was only their light breathing, the crackling fire, and a slow song playing in the distance.

      “Give me the pea soup,” she said.

      Triton tossed her the green taffy, and she caught it, then rolled it between her fingers. Her demeanor had changed, and he didn’t say anything.

      She unwrapped it and ate it. A tear rolled down her cheek. “It’s . . . actually not that bad,” she said in a whisper, then wiped her cheek and coughed.

      He pretended to not notice and popped a taffy in his mouth. “Eh! What the hell?” He looked at his game screen and said, “Pig Slop is disgusting.”

      Bay laughed.

      And he smiled, knowing he’d eat Pig Slop any day if it made her happy. He also knew that the past should only be explored in small doses.

      She laid back on her bedroll, and he thought it’d be way too cogging forward to move his next to hers, so he dismissed his game screen and laid back where he was.

      He might not be a star expert like Entin, but he sure could appreciate the breathtaking view. The candy dungeon had its own candy stars that went on forever.

      A few minutes later, Bay asked, “Why’ja take my Run?”

      “You’re still upset about that?”

      “I’ve never seen ya take someone’s Run. I just thought ya were a coggin’ dulick. But . . . but maybe yer not.”

      “I’m a dulick.”

      “Shut up. Answer the question.” When he didn’t reply immediately, she added, “I have a toasting fork, y’know.”

      “You’re gonna stab me?”

      “If I have to.”

      “Fine-fine. Put the fork down. It was a timed Run,” he said. “That Hendrick-guy was fuming about you not being back yet. He was honestly dented for taking the job without a Runner. So I took it because . . . well, I didn’t want him taking it out on you.”

      She snorted. “Why didn’tcha just tell me?”

      “It’s fun having a secret.”

      “Seriously? Pfft. Well, I hope ya made some good coin from that slave master.”

      He didn’t reply. He had never intended to tell her why he had taken the job. His mother once told him, The things you do with no expected reward will always elevate your honor.

      He held his hand toward the sky, looking at the brightest star between his thumb and index finger. She was the best.

      Bay turned. “Ya didn’t make anythin’, did’ja?”

      “Nope.”
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      Bailey stepped across the miniature battlefield of the eighth candy-dungeon challenge, careful not to destroy the towers they had so carefully placed.

      “I’m on it!” she yelled back to Triton.

      He was coverin’ the path on the right, where streams of goofy candy monsters marched along the path toward their castle. Every monster that reached it reduced their number of lives and total golden tickets. This was the only challenge that could reward nothin’ at all.

      She tapped the level five chocolate tower and confirmed her intent. In a whoosh, she burst into pixels that got sucked into the tower, making her as small as the enemies.

      When she rematerialized, she was sittin’ in a chair with an unobstructed view in all directions. The roof hovered ten feet overhead, and the handles to the tower’s cannon were at her front.

      She grabbed the handles, feelin’ the hum of the machine vibrate through her. She pulled up and to the right, and the chair lifted, which pushed the ceilin’ higher.

      The left path had a swarm of new enemies made of watermelon jelly slices. Her automated defenses could deal with them, but what they couldn’t deal with was the golden enemy, surrounded by shield units.

      She pulled the trigger, and globs of chocolate shot out, coverin’ the bonus objective and slowin’ its progress. Little red damage numbers lifted skyward, revealin’ equally little health bars.

      “I’m gonna need’ja help!” she yelled to Triton. They still had a tower token to build closer to the castle if any monsters got through the first row. But if they didn’t focus all of their manual firepower on the bonus objective, it wasn’t gonna die.

      “Yeah-yeah, your hotshot marksman is here,” Triton said. He burst into pixels and shifted into the sniper tower across the path from her. It fired sharpened candy canes.

      The tower stopped targetin’ random enemies and focused on the bonus objective, each successful hit knockin’ off five or six percent of its health.

      She quickly shot a stream of chocolate at all the other enemies on the path, then returned her focus to the golden one. A minute later, it popped and summoned a loot bag that hovered overhead like a brown hot air balloon.

      “Boom!” Triton said, then targeted enemies that were gettin’ a little too close to the first turn. Of course, it was entirely unnecessary. Their default defenses could handle the rest.

      She bit her bottom lip, then grinned. Her crosshair moved slowly to not draw attention to herself. Then, once Triton was in sight, she pulled the trigger.

      “Hey! What the—” His voice turned into a confused bubblin’ muffled sound.

      She giggled, then laughed, tryin’ to see him in the chair. The chocolate oozed everywhere! It covered the entire space beneath the ceilin’.

      The tower didn’t move, but it looked like there were little air bubbles poppin’ above where the chair would have been.

      From her peripheral vision, a thick stream of brown slammed into her tower. She gasped as it shot across her legs and torso.

      Her hand slipped from the right handle, and she was nearly blasted out of the tower. But she held on, determined to win this little fight she had started.

      She cranked the handle to the left and pushed up. The tower turned and lifted, then she pulled the trigger again at their second chocolate tower, which was only level three.

      The two streams of chocolate collided midair. Sugary slop flung everywhere, coating the other towers and remainin’ enemies, brainlessly marchin’ toward their goal.

      Her stream pushed through his, eventually making the entire top of the tower explode in chocolatey goodness.

      She jumped out of her tower and materialized a few feet from him, then barreled over in laughter. He was coated, head to toe! Chocolate was everywhere, whereas he had only got her lower half.

      Triton stepped over a row of towers—which were still fightin’ enemies—swiped a handful of chocolate away, and pushed it against her neck.

      She gasped and looked for a way to fight back, but there was nothin’ else for her to hit, so she stuck her fingers in the new bit of chocolate and ate it. “Mmm,” she hummed, “delicious.”

      As per typical Triton, he wore a smile. But it looked different somehow. The chocolate was slowly turnin’ to pixels, shiftin’ off his face and hair.

      He stepped closer, reached for the chocolate at her neck as if to take it back, then cupped her chin instead. She tensed.

      And he kissed her.

      

      
        
        THE END OF

        Part Two
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      You are reading the Skill Blueprint & Mods guide. In this guide, you will learn how to acquire new skills and adjust existing skills to further customize your play style.

      There are a multitude of skills in Eternal Fantasy Online, and they fall within four main categories: Weapons, Magic, Utility, and Profession.

      Many skills are acquired by simply gaining levels. If you level your use of daggers, you will gain points to unlock new dagger-related skills.

      However, not all skills can be acquired naturally. Some—especially Profession skills—require training from someone who already has the skill. Seek out Lumarians for new skills.

      This guide, however, focuses on a third way to obtain skills: blueprints. There are skill blueprints and blueprints to modify existing skills.

      

      
        
        ¤ Message Log

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Gabe

      

      
        I’m going to cast magic missile!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        John

      

      
        I don’t think there are any skills called magic missile. You will need to find a Sacrestone, and I doubt they will be cheap.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Gabe

      

      
        I don’t care what the game calls it

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I want to cast magic missile

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Aren’t you excited to do magic? This has to be the best perk of dying.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        John

      

      
        But it’s not really magic. It’s not real.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Gabe

      

      
        Man, you’re going to get all depressing again, aren’t you? What is real and not real is entirely based on what we experience.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        If you can taste the food and feel full, is it not real food?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        John

      

      
        I guess it’s real enough.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Gabe

      

      
        Ha! Yes. Real enough

      

      

      

      
        
          
        That’s all that matters. And when I get into the world, the first thing I do is find a cool Sacrestone and cast magic missile!

      

      

      

      

      

      

  




SKILL BLUEPRINT

      Anyone can learn a new skill by using a blueprint. There are no level, knowledge, or prior experience requirements. If you do not use daggers and find a dagger skill blueprint, you may learn it and trigger that skill when using a dagger.

      Skill blueprints cannot be created. They are found in the Wilds, dungeons, and raids. Blueprints are loot drops. They can be used or sold, but once a blueprint has been used, it goes away.

      

  




SKILL BLUEPRINT MODS

      A blueprint mod may be used to adjust an existing skill. This is a one-time effect that unlocks the mod per account. After the mod is unlocked, it can be applied or removed from skills after a one-minute cooldown.

      The mod can change a skill’s main effect, one of the variant effects, or replace a variant effect with something new.

      Here are a few examples:

      
        
        — Increase damage; lower attack speed

        — Increase skill range; increase cooldown

        — Increase damage against a specific type of enemy; decrease damage against another type of enemy

      

      

      Mods do not make a skill objectively better. They create a tradeoff that may work better with your build and play style.

      Once a mod is learned, it cannot drop or be stolen. Blueprints, however, are items that can drop or be stolen. It is up to you to decide whether to learn the mod or hold it for sale.

      

  




MOD LIMITATIONS

      Every skill is limited to one mod at a time. You cannot use a mod to adjust the main effect and another for a variant. This requires you to decide which mods will be the most useful to your build.

      

  




MASTER BLUEPRINTS

      A Master Blueprint, for skills or anything else, grants ownership of the design or skill. You can create shallow copies of it—normal blueprints—that others use to learn the design or skill.

      For example, if you designed a blueprint for a chair, the blueprint can be copied and sold to multiple people wanting to build the chair. They, however, cannot resell the blueprint.

      If you instead sold the master blueprint, you can no longer sell copies of the blueprint because you do not have the master copy.

      A master blueprint for a skill is incredibly rare and valuable. It will never go away. Copies of it can be sold or traded forever. If you find one, be sure to store it in a secure location so that no one steals it.

      

      This concludes the Skill Blueprint & Mods 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

      
        
        Blueprints

        »Hairstyles

        » Fashion

        » Cooking

        » Architecture

      

      

      
        
        Skill System

        » Weapon Skills

        » Magic Skills

        » Utility Skills

        » Profession Skills

        » Skill States

        » Skill Assignment

      

      

      

      
        
        How helpful was this page?

        [Smile / Frown / Cry / Rage]

      

        

      
        NuReality appreciates your feedback.
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            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The morning after Running

        the pirate dungeon

      

      

      Entin pointed to his lips to tell Ohto that they needed to be very-very quiet. The little boy grinned and nodded. They were on a secret mission in a war that had raged on for ages.

      Boys against girls.

      Reasonably sure the kid wouldn’t do anything to get them caught, Entin slid the bolt holding the door shut to one side and slowly opened it. Inside were four beds, and his fish flew in to investigate.

      “You watch the door,” he whispered and slipped inside. The closest bed happened to be his target: Bailey. And she was perfect. Her mouth hung ajar, and a long line of slobber ran over her sleeping zombie Naufling—blowing saliva bubbles—and down her pillow.

      He couldn’t have been luckier! He quickly summoned his game screen and snapped a picture.

      “Creeping on Bailey?” Aymie asked from behind.

      Entin jumped. He wasn’t expecting anyone to be awake, but Aymie stood beside her bed, pulling the covers tight.

      “Nooo,” he said in a totally believable voice. His fish bobbed up and down as if to say “Yes.” Traitor. He wasn’t a creep, even if this did . . . somewhat . . . seem like a creep thing to do.

      She looked unconvinced.

      Ohto barreled into her, yelling, “Go go go! I hold her. I save guild leader!”

      That was the opposite of being quiet! The other girls—Aayra, Suma, and most importantly, Bailey— jerked awake.

      “What’s happening?” Suma asked, voice groggy.

      “Ohto,” Entin said incredulously.

      “Why’re ya in here?” Bailey asked.

      He let out a breath. The jig was up. Well, plan B. He summoned the photo of Bailey and said, “I was just getting my decoration material.”

      Her mouth fell open. “Ya can’t use that!”

      “Can’t I? We all get one thing. If you can use a clown picture of me, I can use a slobbering picture of you. Unless, of course, you want to take yours down. . .?”

      She crossed her arms, showing just how stubborn she could be. “Not a chance.”

      “Then it must be done.” He grabbed Ohto, who was struggling to hold Aymie while she tickled him. “Onward!” Entin yelled, charging out of the room, “to the wall of ugly.”

      “I’m not ugly!” Bailey’s muffled voice came from the room.

      He rushed down the stairs, crossed the living room, and entered the guild’s shop before placing Ohto down.

      “I best Dungeon Runner?” the kid asked.

      “Best is a strong word, but your bravery is commendable.”

      “Come edible?”

      “Come-men-da-bull, it means deserving praise.”

      Ohto grinned.

      “Now, where should we put this?”

      “There there there!” he pointed next to the freaky clown picture.

      Entin pressed the photo against the wall until the Blueprint system understood his intent. When he let go, it stuck. His fish inspected it curiously, and they laughed.

      “What are you guys laughing about?” Ausemnie asked, holding a steaming cup of tea. She stepped into the room. “Oh, Entin, that is so rude. Take that down before she sees it.”

      “Too late,” he said. “And I’ll take it down when she takes my picture down.”

      Joia ran into the room, grinning maniacally. “I want ugly picture!” She posed with her fingers stuck up her nose and her tongue hanging out. “Ou ake icture?” she tried to say, still holding the pose.

      Entin chuckled, took a picture, and handed it to her. Then he repeated the process for Ohto, Tayla, Ziera, and Isan, who had wandered in to see what everyone was doing. They all made equally disturbing faces, then pushed their photos against the Wall of Ugly until they stuck.

      Alas, now . . . none of the pictures stood out. Bailey definitely wasn’t going to yield. Well, it was worth a shot.

      “Come on,” Ausemnie said, “let’s have breakfast, then we can figure out what new adventure we’ll go on today.”

      “More fish?” Tayla asked with a frown.

      Ziera made a gagging face.

      “It’s what we have,” Ausemnie said. “But maybe we can go to the market today and trade for different food?”

      “Okay!” Tayla said. “Can Mie-mie come?”

      “Aymie? If she wants. Everyone can come. But I suspect the Dungeon Runners have more important things to do.” Ausemnie glanced at Entin, and he nodded.

      Getting something other than fish sounded great, but the Troken Dungeon would reset soon. If they were serious about selling guides, they’d need to explore it as soon as it became available.

      Kids made their way down the stairs and into the living room. Bailey sat at the far end of the table, her expression cloudy and yet distant. She had been a little off since she got back from her dungeon, going to bed early, which she never did.

      Aymie pulled him aside. “Hey,” she whispered, “I have something I need to do today. Something for the . . . other me.”

      “You’re not coming with us to the dungeon?”

      She shook her head. “Is that okay? I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important.”

      Given that she couldn’t die without losing her disguise, it was probably better that she didn’t enter the dungeons, especially the Troken Dungeon, which allowed them to die often. Still, it was odd having a Dungeon Runner that couldn’t Run dungeons. Her motivation for being here didn’t make sense.

      Aymie seemed to pick up on his thoughts. “I’ll explain everything. I promise. Umm, tonight? After everyone’s in bed.”

      That intrigued him. Answers. She was promising him answers. “Then . . . tonight,” he said.

      She nodded, a look of relief on her face. She glanced at the rowdy room of kids, then left out the front door.

      Entin’s fish, making up for its earlier betrayal, found him an available chair. Bailey hadn’t saved him a spot, which might be understandable. . . .

      There were half a dozen conversations going on at the same time. Ziera helped her sister pass out plates of buttered fish and vegetables.

      Farhan and Caleb each grabbed a plate on their way out to do market Runs. Apparently, merchants were paying more now that many Runners were exploring dungeons instead.

      Aayra handed Dantic an orange spotted egg. It was the Water Monster Repellent they got from the prime treasure. Grenden grabbed for it, knocking it from her hand.

      Dantic caught it, and there was a collective sigh.

      “Grenden!” Aayra said to the laughing boy. “It’s not funny. Not everything is a toy, you understand? Were that to break, you’d have thrown away a week’s worth of food.”

      He stopped laughing.

      “Obviously,” she said to Dantic, “don’t go alone. Gather a group and have them give you their first three fish. You’re providing safety and increasing their yields. It’s worth it.”

      Triton walked in and looked at Bailey. Her shoulders tensed. She glanced at Entin, then immediately looked down at her plate.

      Yeah . . . off.

      He should talk to her.

      Isan charged Triton, and the guy triggered his new Utility skill: Shadow Shift. He phased out of reality long enough for Isan to burst through the wisps of shadow that hung in the air.

      “Ha!” Triton yelled, playfully kicking the boy in the rear. “Not today, boyo. Better luck tomorrow.”

      The green cube he got from the bonus dungeon was the master blueprint for the skill. It allowed all of them to learn it, and now the guild had its first product.

      
        
        ¤ Shadow Shift [Lvl. 1]

        » Stamina: 5

        » Distance: 2 Feet

        » Untargetable: 1 Second

        » Cooldown: 9.5 Seconds

        ·

        » Partially shift out of reality and move 2 feet in the intended direction. Gain the Untargetable trait for 1 second. Cooldown lasts 9.5 seconds [10 - (0.5 × Skill Level)].

        ·

        » To others, a player who Shadow Shifts slips from one location to the other in a blur, pulling along tendrils of shadow from the End Plane.

        ·

        » Untargetable: Dodge all non-area effects.

        ·

        » Skill Variant 1: Do not move in any direction.

        ·

        » Skill Variant 2: Double the distance (4 feet) and cooldown (19 seconds) of Shadow Shift.

      

      

      “I want candy dungeon,” Joia said with a mouthful of fish. “Go to candy dungeon. Can we? Can we go?”

      “Sorry, girlio,” Triton said. He grabbed an empty chair, turned it around, then straddled it. “It was a bonus dungeon-place. Can’t get back to it.”

      Last night, all the kids piled into the younger boys’ room to hear the story of the candy dungeon and eat the oddly-flavored taffy. They loved the dungeon. Everything was a delicious game, made to be fun. It was much better than hearing about all the scary monsters Entin had fought.

      “New dungeon starts in forty,” Marcel said, his game screen open. “We should get there early to beat the line.”

      “I think we need to split up,” Aayra said. “When we open a chest as a full party, we get loot once. But what happens if we’re three parties opening the same chest three times?”

      “I call Bailey!” Triton said with a grin.

      “I . . .” Bailey said. “I’mma little dungeoned out. Just got back from the last one.”

      “I’ll go,” Suma said, gripping the front of her shirt tightly. “I-If you’ll, like, have me, that is. Bailey can watch the shop.”

      Triton pinched his chin, then nodded sharply. “Boom! Then I’ll show her the ropes and stuff. You good with that, bossman?”

      “Sure,” Entin said. “I’m guessing that Aayra and Marcel will be going together. And . . . looks like I’m alone this time.” He tried to catch Bailey’s eye, but she wouldn’t look up.

      “Where’s Aymie?” Aayra asked.

      That was a good question, a question Aymie hadn’t exactly answered. He said, “She had some business obligations to attend to.”

      No one questioned that, and he felt a little bad for lying to them. But it wasn’t a big lie. He was protecting her identity, which was an honorable thing to do.

      As for the dungeon, guess it’d be like his first few dungeons before forming a group. But that was fine. He was excited to see what new world this Troken Dungeon had created for them to explore.

      “You can’t go,” Suma said matter-of-factly, looking over her notepad.

      “I can’t?”

      “You have training.”

      “I do? We said not on dungeon reset days.”

      Suma grimaced. “I . . . didn’t know about the Troken Dungeon. Sorry. There are seven groups scheduled between today and tomorrow.”

      “Seven?” Ugh. He speared a small roasted potato, then tapped it against his plate.

      Well, it was income. Better income than he had ever made on his own in a single day. That didn’t mean he couldn’t explore the dungeon later.

      It just felt like . . . work.

      He blew a raspberry. The kids laughed and copied him until everyone was blowing raspberries at each other. Well, there were worse ways to start the day. This one started with lots of laughter.
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      Suma pinched her eyes shut and held a fistful of Triton’s brown shirt outside the Troken Dungeon. She expected to be ridiculed for how scared she really truly was, but he didn’t say a word.

      If her mama and papa were here, they’d chide her for such an illogical use of her time. Dungeons? They represented risk and instability, the opposite of everything she was taught.

      But this world didn’t need doctors. All of her time in the hospital, apprenticing with Dr. Tren, had proved to be a rusting waste. The only doctors this world needed were psychiatrists, which was an entirely different field of study!

      She understood the beggars. They didn’t just lose their families and friends; they lost careers and a lifetime of study and practice. The mere thought of restarting from nothing was debilitating.

      Excuses.

      Her parents would expect more. So she got a respectable job at a bakery and made a five-year plan: steps to becoming manager and eventually starting her own business.

      She worked hard every day to do her job better than anyone else. And for her efforts, she was replaced by someone cheaper.

      It hurt, and she was ashamed for how many cogging tears she cried in the privacy of her room while everyone else pursued something more, something that actually helped the orphanage.

      She wanted to do more, too.

      Triton stepped toward the rushing sound of the dungeon’s portal. She had watched many others do this yesterday, making it appear effortless.

      But it was most decidedly not.

      Aayra and Marcel had entered their own dungeon instance twenty minutes ago. Even so, Suma wasn’t rushed. They let other parties go ahead until she got her nerves under control.

      The Dungeon Guild had different rules to help speed things up. Since this dungeon didn’t have the Limited 1 modifier, if you died, you went to the back of the line.

      There was a ten-second pause between portal openings to prevent blocking another party’s exit. And when it was your turn, you could only keep the portal open long enough to step through.

      These thoughts helped keep the fear away up until the very moment they crossed the magical veil with her breath held and every muscle tense.

      A cold, wet sensation shot through her, and she gasped. Before she knew it, she was on the other side, perfectly dry. The air was warm and humid, smelling a little like the aquaponics dome but a lot more.

      She opened her eyes and gaped at the massive jungle trees that scraped the heavens. Rays of sunlight broke through the canopy. And the music changed to hand drums and pan flutes mixed with the cacophony of birdsong and animal sounds.

      Black and white birds with large yellow beaks looked at her curiously. They all cocked their heads to the side at the same time.

      Triton looked back at her, a smile on his face. His fish bobbed in the air over his shoulder. “Boom! Welcome to your first dungeon-place. Feel free to keep your mouth open, but you might catch a bug.”

      She snapped her mouth shut, and he laughed.

      They stood on a tree branch nearly ten feet wide, covered in moss. She had never seen a tree trunk that wide, let alone a branch!

      “Where are the monsters?” she asked in a strained whisper, still holding tightly to his shirt. She looked left and right, then left and right again, scanning the branches and wooden bridges that hung over gaps that dropped to a white mist.

      Triton took her hand and eased it open. “They’re out there, waiting and stuff. Hey! You know what? When Aayra first started, she was terrified.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah-yeah. That girlio is a brilliant cog, but I think all the smarts can really hinder a person.” He was still holding her hand, walking toward the first bridge. “So I’m going to do a little something to help you out. Okay? Call it a shortcut.”

      She brightened. A shortcut sounded great! And Aayra had always been a woman to look up to, a woman to take after.

      Triton stopped and grimaced.

      “What is it?” Suma asked, concerned.

      “Ehh, maybe this is a dented idea-thing.”

      “I-I want the shortcut! It’s a good idea. Just tell me what I need to do, and I’ll give it my hundred and ten percent.”

      He snorted. “You overachievers. What you have to do is quite easy, actually.”

      She nodded and withdrew her notepad to write down every word he spoke, now more than eager to learn the secret.

      “I’m ready,” she said, pen to paper, having a hard time containing her smile.

      “All you have to do,” he said, grabbing her shoulders and making her look up, “is come back.”

      Suma pinched her brows together.

      What did that—

      He shoved her backward!

      She sucked in an alarmed breath. Her stomach tightened. Every muscle tensed.

      And she fell . . . and fell.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Marcel dropped a treasure-chest icon on his map, then dismissed his screen. They were far enough away to not aggro the Tiki Melyns, a jungle mob he had taken a picture of for the guide.

      “This has to be the easiest one to get,” he told Aayra, sneaking a glance at her and appreciating the small things: the way she cupped her chin when she was thinking or how the edges of her lips turned up whenever she made a new discovery.

      “What did you find?” he asked.

      She turned, her eyebrows raised in surprise. “Cogs, Marci, how did you know?”

      He shrugged nonchalantly, secretly cherishing his new nickname, even if it did sound feminine. Now he needed to find something for her. “You’re not the only genius.”

      “Riiight.” She pointed to the end of a series of smaller branches that her Naufling fish was exploring. “These thirteen branches here looked like a ladder. Obviously, that prompted me to wonder why. Look there.”

      He followed the branches down and noticed they led to a darkened hole in the tree. Seen without intent, it blended in with everything else. But now it stood out.

      They crossed to the branches, climbed down to a small ledge, and stepped into the hole. The moment they passed a veil of sorts, the hole lost its darkness and lit up to reveal a hovering blue puzzle piece.

      Aayra tapped it, and her inventory screen opened. “Oh wow. One of four puzzle pieces, and it dropped twenty chyps.”

      “Nicely done, Ay,” he said, which sounded like he was complimenting himself, so he added a belated, “. . . ra, Aayra.” Oh yeah, a genius, indeed, one that can’t even come up with a good nickname.

      But he loved her cute bemused smile, even if he felt like a dull sprocket in her presence. He needed to read a thousand more books to be remotely close to her level.

      That was a sobering thought. . . .

      In any case, this hidden puzzle piece was perfect for people who couldn’t fight. All they had to do was use the secret path he had found to avoid the first two groups of Tiki guards, collect the loot, and leave, twenty chyps richer.

      He absolutely loved how this might help those in need. Before Ausemnie found him and offered food and a bed, he lived on the streets, his mind numb by the loss of his mother, not a shred of hope still alive.

      Now he was giving back.

      “Do you hear that?” Aayra asked.

      He paused and listened. “Water?”

      She nodded and found that the hole they were in had a subtle bend that hid a small green bead embedded in the wood. With a tap of her finger, it burst into pixels, and the wood opened like a curtain being draped to either side.

      Little green flame dudes swirled into existence along a short path. They wore wooden masks, jagged eye sockets glowing. Some bounced happily, and others shook their heads as if in warning.

      The path had a steep drop that curved, the wood polished and slick. A slide? There was no telling how far down it went.

      “Dude,” he said, “you found a treasure room.”

      “You need to stop calling me dude. I’m not your dude. Want me to call you girl?”

      “Duuud . . . dra?” he grinned. That was actually alright, pretty smart and fitting and—

      She didn’t like it.

      Yeah, totally dented. He was dented. Why was he so dented when it came to names? He swallowed and asked, “Shouldn’t we get the loot out first?”

      “Where’s your sense of adventure?”

      Honestly? His sense of adventure was hiding back in the guildhall, his Designated Safe Zone. The main reason he was out here was because Aayra was out here.

      When he didn’t give an answer, she laughed in that cute way that seemed to know exactly what he was thinking. “Obviously, there’s no one to give the loot to, dude. So we either leave or keep exploring. What do you think will make for a better guide?”

      Well, when put that way, there was only one thing to do, so he pushed her down the slide and jumped down after her.
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        * * *

      

      Triton watched Suma drop through the white fog-stuff, a grin on his face. He liked helping people, and this also helped him know if falling would kill them.

      Probably.

      Three minutes later, an irate-looking Suma came stomping through the portal. Her fists were balled, her eyebrows angled, and there was not a shred of fear to be seen.

      Boom! It worked. She needed to die, so she could get over her fear. It made perfect sense.

      “You killed me!” she yelled, not caring one bit about the monsters anymore. She marched up, all pent-up rage and courage and stuff, then shoved her hands against his chest in the act of revenge.

      He triggered the first variant of Shadow Shift, then turned in time to see her topple over the side of the branch, scream, and poof through the white stuff again.

      Ha! If one death wasn’t enough, two would help her even more! By the end of this, she’d be the bravest of them all.

      After another three or so minutes, the portal burst into moving water, and she stepped through again.

      “Is it working?” he asked. It looked like it was working, but it was best to simply ask rather than analyze.

      She had a deep frown.

      “Do you,” he said slowly, “need to jump off again?”

      “I didn’t jump!” The birds with big beaks squawked at her for being too loud. They flapped their wings and flew off.

      “You don’t look scared anymore,” he said and shrugged. “I’d say it worked. But if you need another go at it, I’ll wait. I’m patient and stuff.”

      She stopped mid-stride, her lips pushed together, mimicking a Bay reaction. It reminded him of their first kiss in the candy dungeon-place. What a wonderful day!

      Things were looking up. He didn’t need to be the fastest or the bossman of this new guild-thing Entin was building. All Triton wanted was to go on another adventure with the girl who loved flowers.

      Suma took a moment of heavy breathing and staring sideways at nothing before she spoke again. “It . . . worked. But you could have told me before you killed me.”

      “And prolong your fear? That’s cruel.”

      She opened her mouth, then shut it, then did it again. Sometimes, smart people weren’t so smart. They had lots of brain farts. It was better to be smart enough, which Triton excelled at.

      He gave her a smile, finding that a good smile often eased tensions, and motioned her toward the bridge.

      It worked. She deflated in a huff and relaxed. “No more shortcuts,” she said, then crossed to the bridge. “What do we do now?”

      “I’ll show you,” he said and took the lead. There were branches and bridges everywhere, all leading to interesting places. The others would look for all the hidden secrets and stuff, but he knew better.

      It was the least interesting path that resulted in the best outcomes. These dungeon-places always had a sense of logic. The haunted house required knocking on the front door, which was cogging obvious, but the guild of over-thinkers scoffed at the idea.

      Well, in this case, the dungeon left out perfectly good bridges for them to travel on. So, that was what they followed. Four bridges later, they came to their first treasure chest.

      Boom!

      It had six or so one-foot-tall monster-things wearing wooden masks. They rocked their heads in their boredom, which made a rattling noise.

      “Those are monsters?” Suma asked in a whisper.

      He nodded and grinned. “I’m gonna kick the one on the left there off the branch. You start on the right. Whoever kicks one the farthest wins.”

      She grabbed his arm. “Wait, why?”

      He quirked an eyebrow at that. Why? This was probably one of those overthinking traits. Bay didn’t have that problem. They had worked so well together winning the candy challenges, rarely needing an explanation at all.

      The next step of his love journey, they would be completing each other’s sentences. And the next step, they’d have a nice warm home together with ten kids or those spirit-things if she preferred.

      But, alas, not everyone could be Bay. That made sense. She was perfectly unique and stuff, no one like her. That was what made her so special.

      So he nodded, realizing this wouldn’t be like the candy dungeon. He needed to explain things in simple terms for smart people to understand.

      “Those,” he said slowly and pointed, “are bad bad monsters. We kill or distract bad monsters and take their treasure-stuff.”

      She frowned. It seemed she might be too smart for these simple things. He persevered, not wanting to give up. How else would Bay see how brilliant he was if he couldn’t make Suma a decent Runner? “We steal treasure . . . yes?”

      “Why are you talking so slowly?”

      “To . . . make . . . sure . . . you—”

      She punched him, drawing a -14 in red. “I’m not a slow cog. I know why you normally attack the monsters, but, like, have you tried talking to them? Negotiations?”

      Huh? He stared at her, the concept not clicking into place. “You want to talk to them?”

      She nodded.

      “But they are monsters.”

      She nodded again.

      He considered her closely, enough to make her blush, not that he was trying to do that, then shrugged. “Never tried it.”

      Suma seemed to use that as permission to do it her way. It was not not permission, so he sat back and watched her walk up to the little monsters.

      “Excuse me,” she said, waving her hand to get their attention. “Can you help me?”

      Triton almost laughed at how absurd this plan was. But if it got her to die again, it’d work as good training.

      The leader of the tiny wooden-mask-wearing fellows turned to Suma and said in a squeaky voice, “What you want, human?”
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        * * *

      

      Cogs and sprockets!

      Aayra slid on her back down the twirling slide, round and round, green flame people popping up around every bend, cheering silently for her long descent while her fish gave chase.

      The cogging twerp, known as Marci, slid down after her. This sort of betrayal required revenge, so she triggered the second variant of Roll to get her facing the right direction and sliding on her butt, then triggered Shadow Shift.

      A second later, she appeared behind the kid. Grinning, she used Wall Kick to send him tumbling forward. He rolled and rolled, springing tiny -22s and -18s every time he whacked his head against the hard wood of the wall.

      Oh no! She gasped, her hand covering her mouth. That was . . . cogs! She took it too far. He was just being playful, and she might have just killed him.

      The slide ended. He bellyflopped on the dark stone floor and was covered in pink scrapes.

      “Marci?” she asked, jumping down from the slide and helping him to his feet. She gently took his face, looking over the wounds she had given him, a well of guilt overflowing in her chest.

      She gently blew on his forehead.

      He tensed. “I-I’m not actually hurt.”

      Aayra immediately let go and stepped back. It all happened so fast that her instincts took over. Obviously, this wasn’t the real world. Their wounds practically didn’t exist.

      “But,” he said, grinning, “you can blow on my wounds and make them better.”

      “Shut up! I was worried, okay? That went too far, and I shouldn’t have done it.”

      “It was my fault,” he said, then looked around. “Where are we?”

      They were in a cave, the air cold and damp. The sound of a rushing river came from the far end, mixing with a new soundtrack of echoing drums. Twenty-four green torches of flame people lit the path on either side toward a dark archway. Her fish moved forward, eager to explore.

      “It’s the treasure room,” she said, providing the only and most obvious answer.

      “Obviously,” he said, mimicking her.

      “A cave.”

      “Obviously.”

      “Shut up. I don’t know where we are.”

      He started down the path, and she hurried after him, wondering when things had changed. He had always followed her lead or got her permission before doing anything. Now he braved the unknown for her.

      It was kind of sweet. But she knew why he did it, and that replaced her overflowing well of guilt with unease. She didn’t want to encourage him but also enjoyed the work they did together.

      It was nice having someone to talk to, share her ideas with, and run new experiments. He seemed to understand her in ways others didn’t even try.

      But this . . . relationship was illogical. She was seventeen; he was fourteen! Before the terrorist attack, she was an apprenticing engineer. He was still a kid in school.

      Still a kid. . . .

      Right. She’d have to talk to him about it. Words solved problems. And it would be better to address his obvious feelings before he got hurt.

      Marci stopped at the archway and glanced at her. “Dude-dra,” he said with a grin, “it’s a turnstile.”

      She got halfway through rolling her eyes, prepared to say, “Don’t call me that,” when she stopped and arched an eyebrow instead. “A turnstile? In a cave?”

      Sure enough, sandwiched between two fences made of wood was a metal turnstile, like what they used in theme parks from Old Earth.

      Marci stepped through, and the metal arms turned and clicked. She followed him onto a short wooden jetty. It led up to the river that gushed past, flicking droplets of water at them.

      “Welcome! Welcome! Welcooome!” came a small squeaky voice. A log with rubber bumpers on all sides turned the corner from up the river and rushed forward.

      It stopped precisely at the end of the jetty, propped up on something underneath it. The log had a long padded seat down the center with just enough room on either side for feet.

      A Tiki man danced on the front of the log, bouncing left twice, then right twice, making little grunting noises and swinging his white furry hips. “Sit sit sit!” the man said, motioning to the seat in the log.

      Marci jumped in without pause, taking up the back slot, which had a padded backrest. He looked excited for her to take the seat in front of him.

      “Scoot up,” she said, accepting that this ride was somehow their challenge. “Obviously, you won’t be able to see if I sit in front of you.”

      He frowned but moved all the same.

      She climbed in, finding the fit to be rather tight. Marci was squished into the front like a guy trying to not touch her.

      Too literal.

      Aayra sighed. “You can scoot back, you know? I’m not going to bite.” He eased himself back barely an inch, then gripped the handles inside the log.

      The Tiki man stopped dancing and leaned forward. “You and you, comfortable?”

      They nodded.

      Her fish did a little flip.

      “Good good good! Ha! Then let me explain your Trial of Dooom!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Suma didn’t know the first thing about monster communication, but she really truly believed in giving peace an opportunity before violence.

      It was the Hippocratic Oath, which didn’t simply get thrown out because she was bits of data instead of flesh. That being said, one needed to be realistic. This game was designed to have monsters for players to fight. But were all the monsters really truly evil?

      The leader, noted by how its wooden mask was an inch taller and had more symbols than the others, turned toward her. The rattling noises the monsters were making had stopped.

      “What you want, human?” the leader asked in a squeaky voice.

      She smiled and glanced back at Triton, who wore a befuddled expression. These monsters didn’t mindlessly attack, which meant they could be reasoned with.

      “We are,” she said, “from the Dungeon Runners guild, here to explore your wonderful dungeon.”

      The monsters perked up at the praise.

      “I was wondering, like, on the condition it’s not too much trouble, of course, if you could show us around?”

      The little monsters huddled together to discuss her question, revealing their white and gray furry backsides, then the leader walked up, tall—for a one-foot monster—and strong. “Want to know the key to surviving jungle jungle? It be simple. Avoid the Tiki men!”

      “Oh, that’s good advice. Thank you. Are you a Tiki man?”

      “I strong Tiki man, yes yes! Guard Tiki treasure, yes yes!” The other Tiki men rocked their heads left and right, making that rattling noise again.

      “You are very good at your job. We wouldn’t dare take your treasure,” she said, and Triton made a noise behind her. She glared at him, still unhappy with his shortcut.

      Suma tried an idea. “I suppose we have seen all that the great Tiki men have to show. I thought it would take longer, but I guess we’ll leave now.” She stood and turned.

      “You see nothing, human! Tiki men have great great city full of great great treasure!”

      She turned back. “Hmm, I’m not sure if I believe you. If I can’t see it myself, it probably doesn’t exist.”

      “It exist big big time! You humans know nothing about great great Tiki city. We show you, and you be stunned into silence.”

      She had to clamp her jaw shut so she didn’t smile. Her little tactic worked! Triton stepped up next to her, looking almost disappointed he didn’t get to kick the little creatures off the branch.

      The leader summoned his game screen made of leaves and ancient symbols. He tapped a few times and withdrew two purple potions that bubbled and hissed to release the pressure.

      “Drink great great magical potion!” he said, handing one to Suma and the other to Triton.

      She considered it. “What is it?”

      “You see. Drink and be welcomed as guest of great great Tiki city!”

      Well, it wasn’t like she could die, and this was her plan. She would pursue it to its end. And no matter what happened, they’d get information for the new dungeon guide.

      She pulled the cork free, and it made a popping noise. A fizzling purple mist started to drift out of the glass vial.

      “Hurry hurry!” the Tiki leader said. “Before it evaporates!”

      She drank it, and it burned all the way down, making her immediately think it was poison. But then . . . something happened: she shrunk.

      The Tiki men grew bigger and bigger. When they were about the same height, a wooden mask materialized in front of her, and little belts held it against her body.

      Triton laughed, his voice higher than normal. She turned to find he was a Tiki man with blue hair sticking out above his wooden mask.

      “You,” he said, “are cogging brilliant.”

      And she blushed.
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        * * *

      

      Marcel held the inside handles of the log boat, very aware of how close he was to Aayra. She said he could scoot back, but if he did, they’d . . . touch!

      Imagining it was making his heart flutter. This was like yesterday’s water dungeon. He wanted to take her down a slide for this very reason. And now that he was given the opportunity, he was too dented to follow through.

      “The Trial of Dooom!” the Tiki man repeated, standing three feet away. He kicked a lever, and the log boat sunk back into the water with a splash. “This be a very very hard challenge of the great great Tiki city!”

      The boat drifted away from the jetty, slowly picking up speed. The cave walls had cavities filled with green flame dudes that hovered over torches, illuminating carved symbols.

      They hit a wall, and Marcel slid an inch closer to Aayra. He sucked air through his teeth and clasped the handles tightly.

      “This be great great Tiki boat. Lean left, go left! Lean right, go right! Push button on handle, jump! Do dumb humans understand?”

      Marcel nodded, assuming his boat partner was doing the same. He felt for the button on the handle and accidentally pressed it. The front of the boat launched five feet upward.

      The Tiki man screamed as he launched into a stalactite. Marcel slammed back into Aayra, who let out a breath. In a fit of panic, he tried to scoot forward, but she wrapped an arm around his stomach and pulled him closer.

      His heart thudded so loudly in his ears that he almost missed what she said.

      “Stay close so you can hear me.”

      “Uhh, o-okay,” he managed to say like a cogging dull sprocket who couldn’t think while breasts—breasts!—were pressed against his back.

      “It’s an obstacle course for boats,” she said, pointing ahead at where her fish was swimming. “Look, there are three paths and symbols above them. We need to work together to move the boat under the correct symbol.”

      “Which one is correct?” he asked. None of the symbols looked familiar. And yet, they were rushing toward their first decision. The river didn’t continue beyond the choice. The water gushed through gratings on the sides.

      He searched the boat for clues, then the walls, then the flame guys who were nodding toward the symbols next to them. He told Aayra and tried to make sense of what they needed to do.

      One symbol was a weird-looking face with tiny hands clasped below it. There were two symbols on the other wall: one matched the first, and the second had a different face.

      Whatever symbol appeared the most was probably the correct answer. With that known, he started looking for—

      “Right!” Aayra yelled over the roar of crashing water, having already figured out the puzzle and counted the symbols.

      He didn’t hesitate. Part of that was how he could feel her body move behind him. He followed her lead and leaned to the right.

      The boat shifted immediately. A wave of water splashed against the wall, dousing the flame dudes, who screamed silently and disappeared.

      All forward momentum stopped.

      Something scraped under the boat, then came a clicking sound. A loud click was all the warning they got before the boat launched forward, hit a ramp of slick rock, and was propelled into the air.

      Marcel clenched his jaw and held to the handles the best he could, trying to not crush Aayra. If he were more of a man, he’d be in the back, his muscled arms holding her, keeping her safe.

      Alas . . . he was a cogging shrimp, not a whale.

      They crashed into the river on the other side, which had a clear view of where the other two paths went. They dropped hundreds of feet into darkness.

      One wrong choice, and they’d crash and die.

      “Left left!” Aayra said. “That’s twice.”

      He leaned left, then again, ashamed he hadn’t even seen the symbols yet, let alone decided on the right path.

      The boat shifted twice, spraying water everywhere. A wave lapped over the side of the boat and drenched him. He nearly triggered the boat’s jump ability in shock.

      Something scraped against the bottom of the boat, then there was the clicking noise again. He tensed, anticipating the force that would launch them forward.

      It came a second later.

      The boat slammed against the slick rock, and they flew through the air. For a heart-thudding two seconds, he couldn’t see the ground. They tipped forward, then plunged into the water, sending it crashing against the walls.

      This time, he was ready. Before the flame dudes were doused, he memorized six different symbols. Then, while searching the next set of jumping flame dudes for symbols, he caught the gleam of something on the ceiling.

      It wasn’t entirely clear. . . .

      “Right one,” Aayra said. She leaned to the right, but that was wrong. The back of the boat shifted to the right, then snapped back. “Right one!” she yelled, her voice taking on a tinge of panic, a sound he very much disliked.

      “Jump on three!” he yelled and counted.

      There was no time to fight about it, so at the count of three, they both engaged their jump. The boat shot out of the water, its forward momentum taking them over the slick rock without touching it.

      The symbol of a skull glowed red as they passed it. Then they dropped into the darkness.
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        * * *

      

      Triton laughed a squeaky laugh. He rocked his tiny little head to the sides, producing a gratifying rattling noise. It came from beads that rolled within grooves behind the mask, making his brain feel fuzzy and happy happy.

      Boom! He was a Tiki man-thing!

      “I am Nui,” said the leader, “great great Tiki guide! You now Tiki man and Tiki woman, not ugly ugly human!”

      Suma giggled and made rattling noises by jumping left and right. “I feel so . . . happy happy! And I want to dance to the music.”

      “Yes yes yes, dance!” Nui said. “Show Spirit of Mighty Tree you are worthy of great great Tiki city.” He bounced left twice, then right twice, before wiggling his hips and changing direction.

      Triton copied the now not-so-tiny leader, finding that every bouncy bounce gave his rattle a rhythmic sound that mixed with the jungle’s hand drums and flutes.

      The other Tiki men thrust their blowgun-things in the air and joined the dance, forming a ring. Their movements became one, synergizing. At the center of the ring, the wood rippled like water.

      “Mighty Tree finds new Tiki worthy!” Nui yelled. “Jump into great Tiki portal and see great Tiki city with your own eyes.”

      Suma jumped, screaming, “Weee!” Her butt slammed against the tree, and a -18 slid up over her. The Tiki men laughed.

      Nui helped her to her feet. “Ha! Kepa so dumb. Jump too early.”

      “But you said to jump jump!” she said in a pouting voice.

      Nui tittered. “I know, I know. It was Tiki test. You passed Tiki test. Good job you. But portal need more moving bum!”

      Triton continued with the others, circling the ring-portal-thing they had formed, wiggling everything. “Lalalalala!” he yelled to the jungle because it felt right, and the others joined him.

      Time blurred into a haze of giddy fun, the trees swaying as if they were dancing, too. Then, one by one, the Tiki men were sucked down down down into the branch.

      There was a rush of colors from brown to green. Flowery symbols formed and disappeared in bursts of pixels. Everything shot past too fast to make out.

      
        
        [Unexpected player choice. Generating new dungeon pathways. Processing. Processing. . . .]

      

      

      Triton burst from the branchy branch portal, flung through the air, and landed on a heap of bodies, all breathing hard.

      “Get offy off!” Suma said from underneath.

      “Suma,” he said through his mask to hers, “is that you in there?”

      “Yes yes yes, it’s me!”

      “You no sound like Suma.”

      “I am Suma. Get offy off, or I show you shortcut to dungeon portal!”

      “Boom! You are girlio Suma.” He jumped off and pulled on her hands until she stood. The other Tiki men scrambled to their feet.

      He turned and stared.

      At the center of the jungle-place, attached to hundreds of hanging wooden bridges, was a single brilliant tree.

      Many many many flame guys—thousands!—lit branches and huts and ringing staircases. Tiki men swung on vines, shot darts from blowpipe-things, picked fruity fruit, danced, and played.

      “Stunned into silence. Ha!” Nui said. “This be mighty tree. Some call it Hana’iki, for it be our blessed wood. Give us face! Some call mighty tree Mana’olana, for it give guidance. And dumb-dumb Tiki call great tree . . . twiggy. You no call our great tree twiggy!”

      “It’s . . . pretty pretty pretty!” Suma said in awe, which captured exactly how Triton felt. He only wished Bay was here to see it.
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        * * *

      

      Aayra held tightly to Marci as their boat dropped into the darkness. Cogs and sprockets! The correct choice was obviously to the right, not jump.

      Now they were going to die.

      The symbol was a skull! None of the symbols were skulls, which made choosing it incredibly illogical.

      At least they knew how to get back here. They could test if the challenge changed between attempts, which would be good information for their guide.

      Still, dying wasn’t terribly fun. . . .

      The river continued from the middle path, her path. She wanted to pinch Marci for being so cogging dented. But she chose to hug his back tightly and pinch her eyes shut instead.

      She counted the seconds, feeling the rush of air. Then the boat hit something. A terrible scraping noise forced her eyes open to witness them sliding along a metal rail.

      Little wheels under the track propped the boat up, and they glided forward, whipping past flame people that bounced in the air.

      The track shifted left and right, dipping through holes. Sharp shadows made it difficult to see exactly where they were going.

      But then the track evened out, and the boat slowed as it moved toward what looked like a dead end, not fast enough to crash. They weren’t dead! Obviously. Was this a second chance?

      The Tiki man from before, featuring a wooden mask held together with cartoon bandaids of dinosaurs, landed on the front of the boat. Her fish circled him curiously.

      “Dumb dumb human break great Tiki mask! I so mad I could break rules and stab you and you. Yes yes, be afraid. Be sorry. Be something other than gawking humans.”

      “Oh, um,” Marci said, “my bad . . . dude. I wasn’t trying to hurt you. It was an accident.”

      The Tiki man nodded slowly. “Why stop? That’s all I get?”

      “I like your bandaids,” Aayra offered.

      “Really? I like them too, ha! Guess it not all be bad. Fine, you can have great great puzzle piece.” He tossed a blue puzzle piece to her, and it burst into pixels.

      “Now listen up,” he said. “You think you smart for finding bonus track, yes? No! You be dumb dumb humans! This be great great great Tiki challenge. That be one more great, which means it be harder. Dumb humans will die. Yes! Die in terrible terrible . . . lava!” He kicked a lever, and what was a dead end opened.

      The only thing she could see was the red glow on the rocks around them. A wall of heat passed over them, banishing the damp smell of the river and replacing it with the stench of hydrogen sulfide.

      “Listen listen!” the Tiki man yelled, pacing along the front of the boat. “Great great Tiki boat now has new ability: boost! Don’t push it!” he yelled at Marci, who had reached for his handle.

      “Why human be so dumb, huh? Don’t answer that. I know answer. Head too big, yes yes. Thoughts take too long to cross, yes yes.

      “Now listen listen. Use boost on big jumps or crash and burn.” He giggled at that, then stopped abruptly. “Wait, don’t burn! This be my great great Tiki boat. I want it back in one piece. And that piece better not be charcoal!

      “Now tell me, you and you, ready for great great great—that be three greats—Tiki challenge?”

      “Do we have a choice?” Marci asked.

      The Tiki man rubbed his mask in thought before saying, “Yes yes, dumb human has choice. Continue or feed my snake pit! You like snakes? I like snakes!”

      “Let’s . . . continue,” Aayra said. It was the most obvious answer, and she didn’t like snakes. A quick bath in lava sounded like the better option.

      The Tiki man grunted. “Fine. But bring boat back, or I find you, yes yes, find you and feed your dumb dumb toes to my snakes. Understand?”

      They both nodded.

      “Good good!” The Tiki man climbed a rope to a hole, then the boat crept forward. There was a clicking noise coming from below.

      The boat angled forward, revealing a massive room far, far below, glowing in the red light of lava. There were rivers of it everywhere, twisting along stone conduits held up by columns.

      The track was hundreds of feet below. Then the boat shot straight down.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Suma, in wide wide-eyed wonder, soaked everything in. She had no idea places like this existed inside dungeons! Despite Entin’s stories, it was really truly hard to shake the idea that a dungeon could be a magical Tiki city full of activity.

      Nui showed them the fruity fruit branches, which included all types of fruit-bearing plants grafted onto the Mighty Tree. Grapes grew as big as her head! A single melon could feed half a dozen Tiki men and women.

      Bridges seemed like the most convenient way to traverse the city. But Nui said, “That be dumb dumb! Swing on ropes and vines be best best way to travel.”

      As a Tiki, she didn’t have her typical Utility skills. They had been replaced with new new skills better suited to her form.

      These skills didn’t have a level or use Resource or Stamina. They were time-based, renewing every 20 seconds, and had counters to hold charges up to three each.

      
        
        ¤ Tiki Dart

        » Create a poisoned dart to be used against the evil evil humans, come to steal our great great Tiki treasure. Shoot them dead. Aim for big big butts!

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Tiki Swing

        » Boost movement on Tiki ropes and vines. Swing as great Hana’iki intended, with speed and power. Ambush the evil evil humans when they think they are safe!

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Tiki Aim

        » We great great Tiki be so good at shooting evil evil humans! Use Tiki Aim to see target, hit target, destroy target! Dart always always hits target.

      

      

      “You can do it!” Nui yelled. All Tikis seemed to yell yell yell a lot. They were loud and noisy. “Use great great Tiki skill.”

      Triton zoomed away at the end of a rope, and the Tiki men cheered, saying Tiki-human not as dumb as human-human.

      Suma grabbed a vine and grimaced. There were so many branches below them that it was dizzying to look. She had never never been an adventurous soul. She stuck to studying and working while everyone else went out to explore an asteroid or walk across the hull of the colony ship.

      And now she was here. . . .

      Great great Tiki Nui walked over. “First time be hard. Swing or die.” Then he pushed her!

      She lost the very very solid branch beneath her feet and swung out over the impossible height, every muscle tensed.

      “Still alive!” Nui yelled. The other Tiki men grunted their approval. “You know what to do. Do it, do it! Or I shoot you in butt.”

      He had a blowpipe aimed at her backside. “I count. One stupid-human, two stupid-human, three—”

      She triggered Tiki Swing and shot forward.

      The air rushed over her, pressing against her wooden mask. There was another vine. By instinct, she let go and grabbed the new vine, shooting forward again.

      It appeared that as long as she didn’t stop, her skill would keep working. Six swings later, she reached the far branch, and Triton caught her.

      Tiki men landed around her and cheered, then started dancing to celebrate her success. She joined them, laughing, her heart beat beat beating! Their masks rattled, filling them with a sense of vigor she hadn’t felt for a long, long time.

      “Now challenge, yes yes!” Nui said, motioning toward an archway in the tree. It glowed a soft green, lit by cute flame spirits wearing wooden masks. They were a third her size and bounced to the jungle’s beat, their eye sockets glowing.

      Triton grabbed her hand, and they jogged through the archway and into a large square room with white lines drawn across the floor and walls. Above the walls were rows of chairs filled with Tiki men and women eating fruit.

      “Welcome welcome welcooome!” Nui said, “to great Tiki dart challenge!”
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        * * *

      

      Marcel tried to suck in a breath as the boat shot straight down hundreds of feet. But Aayra made that impossible. She was squeezing his chest so hard his ribs felt ready to crack, and he really thought that was neat.

      He did his cogging best to not let their rapid descent scare him. But, truth be told, it scared the cogging rust out of him. Even if his chest wasn’t being crushed, he probably wouldn’t be able to breathe.

      At least he didn’t scream. Not that he could if he wanted to. But screaming was not manly, so it was best to avoid it in front of the girl of his dreams.

      The room had countless rivers of lava that twisted through the air, held up by large stone aqueducts, except they appeared naturally formed. And through the entwining maze of glowing magma was an ancient temple.

      The boat reached the bottom and raced forward along three separate tracks. The one they were on continued for a few more seconds, then stopped at a rock wall.

      The left track looped up and then ended. And there was no time to check the right track, but given their options, it made the most sense.

      “Right!” he tried to yell, but apparently, his voice needed air to work properly. He tapped her arms to get her attention, then leaned to the right.

      Luckily, Aayra mimicked his movement. The boat jumped rails and landed hard. If they had been one second too late, they’d have died in a burst of splinters.

      Still, she clung to his chest, her chin nestled up against his neck, her breathing shallow and fast. If death wasn’t seconds away, he’d have rejoiced or . . . freaked out. Probably freaked out.

      There was no time for that.

      He rubbed her arms, easing the tension, and said the only thing he could think of to get her attention. “Dude-dra, snap out of it!”

      She let go. Score! “Don’t call me—”

      “Left!” he yelled, and they both leaned left. The boat slid across the metal, then latched to the wheels and shot straight up through two lava aqueducts into a loop that ended with no track.

      Cogs! He chose wrong. He was a cogging idiot, rusty bits and all.

      “Boost on three,” Aayra said, and he saw what she saw. The track continued, but it wasn’t attached. She counted. At three, they both engaged the boat’s Boost ability.

      They launched across the open gap. A spray of lava shot over them, burning droplets doing 48 damage in a fiery orange that quickly dispersed to pixels.

      They slammed down on the new track and veered to the left in a sharp ring that opened to three new track options. Each track extended much further before ending in lava or a rocky wall.

      It was cogging hard to make a decision in only a few seconds. He didn’t know which one was right! It didn’t help that the heat distorted everything, making it wave and shift.

      “Left twice,” Aayra said in his ear.

      He followed her movement, simply glad she made the decision and not him. It didn’t matter if it was right or wrong. But that was a terrible thing to be glad for. He needed to be better.

      The boat landed on the new track and glided over a series of small hills, for lack of a better term. They continued, turned left and right, and looped before rushing through a dark archway beneath the temple.

      The walls had green flame dudes bouncing excitedly. Water dripped from the ceiling and turned to steam, adding a constant sizzling sound to the jungle’s soundtrack.

      They stopped.

      “What’s happening?” Marcel asked, turning to look at Aayra.

      She wore an uncertain half smile that was cogging cute. It immediately reminded him how close they were, touching-close!

      She shrugged. “I-I don’t know. Obviously, we can’t get out here.”

      He looked away and swallowed. Then her words registered. That was true. Outside the boat, there was no ground, just a stretch of old stone lit in green that dropped to darkness.

      Scratching came from below. He was almost glad to have something else to focus on, something other than Aayra’s breath tickling the hairs along the back of his neck.

      But then he saw a flicker of the cogging abomination below and decided it most definitely was not better.
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        * * *

      

      Triton accepted a decorated blowpipe-thing from a Tiki woman. The only way to tell their genders apart was the shape of their masks. A Tiki woman had a sharp angle. They also had bright colors with lots of flower stuffs.

      Bay would love love one of these masks. The thought of her summoned an ache in his chest. He wanted to go to her and make her happy happy.

      He wasn’t delusional and stuff. He knew very very well that his actions put her in a tough spot. But his feelings were real.

      He had dated many girls. Dating was easy easy. He just had to flash the brilliant Triton smile—trademark pending—and catch them when they swooned and stuff.

      But Bay was far from easy easy.

      His normal tactics didn’t work on her, making her different. A challenging challenge. And maybe that was how it started. But the more time he spent with her, the more he knew: she was the one.

      The fact that Entin hadn’t said anything about the kiss meant she hadn’t said anything. There was hope. But he wasn’t one to just sit around—

      Something smacked the back of his head.

      “Pay pay pay attention!” Suma yelled, sounding very much like Nui, who was going over the rules of this challenge thing.

      “Cool it, girlio,” Triton said. “I’m putting down what he be picking up. That didn’t sound right. Did I use that right?”

      She sighed and shoved him. “You be first.”

      “Ha! Of course I am. Yes yes! First at . . . what exactly?”

      “This be our practice round. Shoot shoot the target.”

      That seemed easy enough. He triggered Tiki Dart, and a dart formed within the blowpipe. He aimed, sucked in a deep breath, and blew.

      The dart shot across the distance to a round target with a red bullseye painted at its center. It hit the bottom of the outer ring.

      “Boom boom boom!” he said, grinning beneath his mask. “Let’s see you beat that.”

      Suma shook her head. “That be very very bad! We’re not going to win if you can barely hit an immobile target. Dented human.”

      “Pfft. Who are you calling a human? Just show me how it be done.”

      She exhaled, producing little visible gusts from the painted nose on her mask. That was a neat trick.

      Suma turned toward the target, shook out her arms, then launched a dart. It pierced the very center of the target.

      “Very very good job!” Nui said. “You be good, and you be bad. Try try again, blue Tiki!”

      Triton could do anything anyone else could do if it weren’t thinking about dented stuffy stuff. So, he triggered Tiki Dart, raised his blowpipe, and—

      “Use Tiki Aim, dented dent,” Suma said.

      Ha! That was what he was missing. Well, now it seemed obvious. He triggered Tiki Aim, and a faint white line shot from the end of his pipe to the target, which lit up brilliantly.

      He launched his poisoned dart, and it speared the end of Suma’s dart. “Boomity boom boom! Easy peasy. What be next?”

      “Next?” Nui asked, doing the Tiki dance. “Next, we compete in great great Tiki contest! Release the bugs!”
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        * * *

      

      Aayra very much didn’t like heights. Ten feet, twenty feet, or even thirty feet was acceptable. But hundreds? Cogs and sprockets, that was too high!

      If it wasn’t for Marci calling the shots after the first drop, there was a hundred percent chance they’d have died right then and there. This wasn’t the first time she was cogging glad to have him by her side.

      Now, within the ancient temple, a scraping noise came from below. It felt like they were hovering precariously over a great fall. One wrong move, and they’d plunge into the void.

      She held Marci, trying her cogging best not to squeeze him like she did before. It just made it easier to cope, to have something to hold.

      “Last last last challenge!” the Tiki man from before said, swinging from a rope onto the front of the boat. His impact made the boat rock, which sent a fear-filled shiver up her spine.

      He tossed her another puzzle piece. Like the last one, it burst into pixels instead of acting like a bag. “Beware of great great great great—four greats; it be very—”

      A loud roar came from below, cutting the Tiki man off. He jerked and visibly shook. A piece of his wooden mask fell off, hit the boat, then dropped over the side.

      “I go go go! You and you, smarty pants. Figure it out.” He spun in a circle, then again. “Oh no. Oh no no no. Where be my rope!”

      Loud crashing noises from below sounded like something was climbing quickly. The Tiki man, having nowhere else to go, jumped into the boat.

      “What are we supposed to do?” Marci asked.

      “Dumb dumb human. Use pedals!”

      Aayra pushed her feet forward, and sure enough, there were pedals that hadn’t been there before. She triggered Sprint and pushed her weight against them. The boat inched forward.

      Marci found his own set of pedals and scooted forward to reach them. They moved at an impossibly slow pace.

      “Move faster!” the Tiki squeaked. “Or be food for great great great great—”

      The rail behind them snapped in half, and something massive crashed into the tunnel, sending shards of rock and dust everywhere.

      “Go go go go!” the Tiki man yelled.

      “Boost!” Aayra screamed over the commotion, and the boat launched forward, barely moving out of the way of a massive claw that pierced the wall instead.

      The Tiki man slammed into Marci’s chest and bounced out of the boat. Aayra grabbed the little guy and pulled him in, then peddled as fast as she could while the unknown but knowably dangerous monster gave chase.

      They rushed forward along the track, lit in the eerie green light of the flame people, which were winking out early to avoid the monster.

      “I-I-I . . .” the Tiki man stammered, “ohhh Mighty Tree, great Hana’iki! Give us strength to live live. I be good Tiki man. I stop stealing fruit from dumb dumb Elop. I-I-I go on spirit journey, yes yes! I climb your branches to the top. I be good Tiki man, forever ever ever!”

      And then he started dancing, making a rattling noise with his wooden mask. It was the tiniest sound that was quickly drowned out by the soul-shattering roar from behind.

      Was that a tentacle?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Suma grabbed Triton and sprinted to the side. The room shifted and really truly started growing. Not just in the sense of small to larger, but trees and vines and bugs bugs bugs formed and grew, creating something like an arena.

      That shouldn’t have been a surprise. This world was so cogging different; everything was new. She just didn’t expect the room to change like this. But it changed. And the quicker she accepted that fact, the quicker she could get to winning the challenge.

      “Swing swing!” Suma told the dented human she had dragged away with her.

      Triton grabbed a newly formed vine and shot away to a distant stone ledge. She followed, zipping through the air, then landed next to him.

      “Now listen listen,” she said, really truly liking the sound of words said twice or more. More was better, but they didn’t have time for more. “Three colors of bugs: whitey white be worth one point, shiny blue be worth three points, and gold be best, seven points!”

      “Ha! Sounds easy and stuffy stuff,” Triton said, rolling his shoulders.

      “Then shoot shoot them!” she yelled. The contest had already started. And the far wall had a score on it, made by beetles that crawled into the shapes of numbers.

      Nui and his partner Elop already had 7 points. The crowd of Tiki people cheered for their team.

      Suma triggered Tiki Dart and Tiki Aim. A bug as wide as her tiny furry fist, with a glossy blue shell, landed on a branch nearby. Lucky lucky!

      She aimed. Its shell lit up where her aiming guideline touched. She blew a dart, and it speared the bug to the branch. The scoreboard immediately shifted to give them 3 points.

      Triton might be obnoxious and dented at times, but once set to a task, he was . . . cogging amazing!

      He shot two white bugs, one after the other, swung on a vine, and smashed a third. It wasn’t a dart kill, but the scoreboard didn’t care. They were up to 6 points; Nui and Elop were up to 11.

      “You no win against Nui!” Nui yelled from across the arena. “I be great great Tiki champion of dart games!”

      Suma rolled her eyes. If Nui only competed against people who barely learned to use a blowpipe, then that would explain his success. Even so, the prize for winning was a prime treasure.

      She wanted that great great Tiki treasure!

      Getting something like that would most assuredly help the guild and the orphanage. It would do more in a single morning than she had all month trying to follow her late parents’ advice.

      She summoned another dart and took aim, ignoring all the white bugs and finding the blue ones. They only made one dart every twenty seconds, so if she wasted them all on white bugs, they wouldn’t do well in the late game.

      Strategy. Yes yes, she was smarty smart, and by using her tiny brain energy, she would win this challenge!

      A blue bug buzzed in the air. She shot and . . . missed! Cogs. Hitting a moving target was much much harder than one that had landed on a branch. But most of the bugs were in the air.

      They now had 10 points to Nui’s 18, no thanks to her bad bad aiming. So she shot again and again, using all her Tiki Dart charges and missing every single shot.

      No no no! She was bad, holding her partner back from claiming Tiki treasure.

      If she be no good Tiki dart shooter, then she needed to do something different. That thought triggered something devious.

      A giggle escaped her wooden mask, hidden beneath the sounds of the cheering audience.

      Suma found her target, a much bigger target than a buggy bug bug. She took aim and blew a newly recharged poisoned dart at Nui.

      It hit!
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        * * *

      

      Marcel peddled as fast as his legs could peddle. The boat rushed forward and turned sharply to follow the track around a bend.

      A claw burst through the corner wall, throwing chunks of stone, some hitting the boat. He glanced back to find a massive stone Tiki head with emerald eyes giving chase.

      But . . . this was no normal Tiki head! The back of it had a dozen sharp legs. And tentacles stretched out from its half-broken mouth, reaching for them.

      “Jump!” he yelled, letting Aayra engage her jump without triggering his own. The back of the boat burst upward, hopping over a greedy tentacle.

      They landed hard, bounced once, then continued around another corner, moving at a speed that was definitely not fast enough.

      He grabbed the sides and pushed himself up, so he could pump the peddles with the aid of his body weight and Sprint.

      “Yes yes!” the Tiki man said. “Go faster faster!”

      The tunnel widened to accommodate two more tracks, but he couldn’t see where they went. Instead, they each had a glowing green symbol over them.

      It was just like the first challenge. He scanned the walls and counted the different symbols before the flame games winked out.

      “Left!” he and Aayra said at the same time. Pride surged into his chest. That was quickly replaced by a blast of cold fear as he nearly launched himself out of the boat.

      “Sit down!” Aayra yelled, but the Tiki monster was gaining on them, smashing walls, destroying the track, and constantly reaching out with its tentacles.

      They needed the speed.

      Two more track puzzles zoomed by, but this time, he dropped back into the boat before they leaned in any direction.

      The track looped around, dipped into the darkness, zipped past rectangular slits that looked out to the gushing lava, then abruptly ended at a stone block.

      “Jump jump jump!” the Tiki man yelled.

      Duh! The little guy was right. The track continued beyond the block. But Marcel didn’t have enough time to fall back and—

      The boat shot upward, and he lost his footing on the peddles. He turned in the air and triggered Dash. The world blurred and snapped back together with him standing on the stone block . . . alone.

      The boat crashed back to the track, sending sparks flying. Then it continued forward and disappeared into a side tunnel.

      He inhaled a breath, his legs wobbly, the world feeling like it was still moving. A roar brought him around to face the Tiki monster.

      I’m a cogging man! he thought, a man that Aayra could respect. And that sort of man would give her as much time as possible.

      He jumped and triggered the second variant of Wall Kick. His body reacted immediately, taking the correct form to slam his foot against the ugly—

      Tentacles tore him in half.
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        * * *

      

      Triton bash-bashed and smash-smashed and pew-pewed. This was the best challenge-thing he had played since, well . . . yesterday. Ha!

      Beneath his wooden mask, he grinned. Fun fun! He grabbed a vine and triggered Tiki Swing.

      A magical force flung him through the air. He did two backflips and landed on a square column of stone, then shot a dart at a white bug.

      Boom boom! That was another point. He slammed his blowpipe against another, then hopped to a long branch, sprinted down the length of it, and punched a blue bug. It burst into pixels around his funny-looking furry hand-thing.

      Score score score! Points points points! Except, when he looked at the scoreboard, they were trailing behind quite a bit: 21 to 34. What was his dummy dumb human partner doing?

      Pfft! He was carrying this team. But that be okay. He was strong stuff, good with the action stuff. Suma be a tinker thinker. Those were good, too.

      He’d just need to up his game. “Lalalalala!” he screamed to the jungle, and the jungle screamed back. His mask rattled, and he felt unstoppable.

      Triton shot a blue bug, smashed a white bug, stomped on another bug, then swung at the end of a vine and slammed his biggo butt butt against a fourth bug. Squishy squish, the bugs burst into little pixel storms, unable to escape the mighty blue Tiki!

      He sprinted past Elop and batted a dart from the air, making the crowd gasp. Triton spun and smashed the whitey white bug, then shot two blue ones from the air.

      Boomity boom boom! He was on a roll! They now had 34 points to Nui’s 36, bridging the gap in brilliant fashion. But if he did the math-stuff right, that meant Suma didn’t smash smash any bugs.

      He did his bestest to not judge her for her complete and utter lack of bug-killing skills. What helped this was another realization: Nui’s team wasn’t getting points as fast.

      Triton scanned the arena and saw evil evil Suma laughing hysterically while jump jump jumping on Nui’s back. Ha! She be doing her thing, which gave him time to do his thing.

      He wouldn’t waste it!
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        * * *

      

      Aayra saw the numbers, the math, the reality. There was no time to wait. She grabbed both handles—hers and Marci’s—and triggered Jump.

      The boat launched off the track, then her adventuring partner was gone. She gasped. The idea of falling from the boat scared her more than the massive Tiki monster.

      She wanted to freeze time, take a breather, and profusely apologize to Marci. But this reality didn’t have a pause option, and she knew, without a doubt, that he’d want her to finish what they had started.

      Aayra peddled.

      The Tiki man sat back against her. “Ah! Much much better. I can extend my legs now.”

      “Shut up!” she yelled, a flare of anger replacing her fear. She shouldn’t have saved the dented Tiki man, a dungeon mob that didn’t care about how Marci must have felt. She’d throw the cogging mob overboard if she thought it would help her survive.

      But she didn’t have time. Being the only one with legs long enough to peddle meant they were traveling much slower than needed.

      She copied Marci’s idea and pushed herself out of the seat. The cogging Tiki monster was only seconds behind her, its legs slamming the walls, making it hard to think.

      She re-engaged Sprint and pumped the pedals.

      The tunnel twisted and turned. A gap in the track prompted her to engage the boat’s Boost. She knelt on the seat and pressed the buttons.

      The Tiki man screamed, clinging to her leg, then they hit the track again, and she peddled all the faster toward some unknown destination.

      “Lean lean right!” the Tiki man yelled. But there wasn’t another track to jump to!

      Her thoughts tangled together, calculating everything in the span of a half second. The track continued at least a hundred and fourteen feet, given the distance between the flame people. At the speed they were traveling, the monster would be on them before reaching the end.

      There was no way to win. . . .

      That realization, mixed with the cogging Tiki man’s desire to survive, told her to trust it. She dropped to her butt, grabbed the handles, and leaned to the right.

      Now that Marci wasn’t here, the boat responded to her intentions alone. It shifted off the track and scraped along the wall before nosediving into the darkness. . . .
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        * * *

      

      Suma was the cogging best strategy person, yes yes! She shot Nui, which made him shout angry Tiki words at her. But that didn’t stop what she had put into motion.

      She launched forward at the end of a vine and landed on him! Haha! If she be bad at dart game, she just had to remove her opponents.

      Nui made an oof sound and continued to oof oof while she continued to jump jump on his back. The crowd gasped. Flame spirits peeked out the sides of their wooden masks, grimaces on their faces.

      And she laughed!

      Her blue Tiki partner used this opportunity to hunt all the bugs. He shot and bashed, and he even took a page from her strategy book and kicked Nui’s partner off a branch.

      The arena filled with lots and lots of rattling. The scoreboard showed 50 points to Nui’s 38.

      Winner winner!

      She stopped jumping and thrust her hands into the air, welcoming the cheers that sounded more like jeers. Half-eaten fruit rained down from above, splatting and rolling across the arena.

      “Get off, dumb dumb human-Tiki!” Nui yelled.

      Right! She forgot about Nui and tried to help him to his feet, but he smacked her hand away.

      “You not honorable,” Nui said as the room and trees and bugs shrank. “You break rules!”

      “Rules?” Suma asked. “You no say anything about rules. We win challenge.”

      “You make enemy of Tiki?”

      All of the Tikis in the arena seats glared, holding their scary blowpipes. Triton ran up, but he didn’t help help with any wise words.

      “No no no, not enemy,” Suma said, feeling like she had done a bad bad thing. Her flurry of happy feelings were now sad and concerned and other things she didn’t want to dwell on.

      “Then rematch rematch!”

      There was no way she could win against the champions of the Tiki dart game. A rematch would lose them their prime treasure! But to not accept a rematch might lose them their lives. . . .

      Think think! Suma told herself. Entin would solve this without violence. He’d exploit the dungeon.

      Exploit. . .? Yes yes! There was no right or wrong path in a dungeon. It was what they made of it, and creative thinking was rewarded.

      “I have better idea,” she said.

      Nui grabbed the ends of his mask, his furry fingers tapping the wood. “Better better? Better than honorable rematch?”

      “Yes yes! We be Dungeon Runners. We came to see your pretty pretty city. And we won your dart challenge.”

      Nui huffed and raised a finger.

      Before he could say anything, she continued, “We won. You no give rules. Demanding rematch lacks honor!”

      “What what what you say? Tikis lack honor?”

      “Yes yes, if you don’t accept defeat. But we can help you get many many more challengers. And you can give them new rules, honorable rules!”

      Nui rocked his head from side to side, making his beads rattle. He was thinking. “More challengers?” he finally asked.

      Suma grinned beneath her mask. “Yes yes yes!”
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        * * *

      

      Aayra, who didn’t have Marci to hold as the boat fell and fell, grabbed the Tiki man, wrapped her arms around it, and squeezed.

      Something cracked.

      Something whimpered.

      Something wheezed as if its very life force was being crushed out of it. A rogue thought at the back of her mind whispered, Too literal.

      Then the boat crashed into water. It spilled over the sides, drenching her. She gasped and let go of whatever she had been holding to grab the handles instead.

      They were in another river. . . .

      Green flame people appeared within swirls, lighting the river, then immediately screamed silently.

      A loud splash from behind sent the boat forward on a wave. The Tiki monster thrashed. Stone claws and fleshy tentacles whipped in all directions, gouging the walls.

      The boat rushed around stone archways that were too small for the amalgamation of monstrous parts to fit through. It roared and roared, the sound softening with each new bend the river took.

      Aayra released a relieved sigh.

      The flame people cheered silently.

      “My my my mask!” said a familiar voice from an unfamiliar creature. It had white fur, tinged green from the light source, soaking wet. It almost looked like a cat or ferret, or maybe a mix of the two?

      “Oh wow,” she said, her heart still rattling in her chest, “you’re cute.”

      It huffed. “Tiki man not be cute! We be fearsome warriors. Be afraid, be very afraid!”

      It bared its tiny cute teeth, then huffed again. “This be why we wear mask. None of the other dungeons take us seriously.”

      She rubbed its head in what she thought would be a consoling way. It produced a musical hum that made her smile, banishing all the fear and tension she had felt up until that moment.

      It was like a pet.

      Besides Nauflings, she had never had a pet before. Lots of Old Earth people had pets, cats and dogs and everything else, but there wasn’t room in the colony ship for such things.

      It jerked away from her hand. “Oh, no no no no! You make me do the thing. Purr? I am doomed! I am now . . . your property. You must take me and feed me and give me lots of attention, yes yes.”

      “What?”

      “We have bonded, yes yes.”

      “But you’re a monster.”

      It gasped.

      “A cute monster?”

      It huffed.

      “Obviously, you’re from the dungeon. I can’t take you out of here. We can only take loot.”

      It sighed. “Oh dumb dumb human. I have lots of work, make you smart. We be bonded. That be that. Don’t believe, huh? Check Familiar Energy.”

      The river calmed, and they drifted.

      Aayra opened her game screen. Her Timberwood Spiritfish wasn’t equipped anymore. In its place, taking up all 100 of her Familiar Energy, was a new entry.

      
        
        ¤ Kykin [Exquisite Pet · Lvl. 2]

        » Pronunciation: /key · kin/

        » Name: Aitohtoh /eye · toe · toe/

        » Energy Requirement: 100

        » Diet: Omnivore, Fruit (preferred)

        » Experience: Combat

        ·

        » The Kykins are a great great jungle race that are inventive, courageous in numbers, and party hard. They don’t want to be your pet! Until they do. . . . As a pet, their needs are many, most notably their desire to be summoned at all times. Want a happy Kykin? Give them cuddles!

        ·

        » This pet is good at detecting hidden secrets within 35 feet [5 × Level + 25]; talking about the great great Tiki people, Hana’iki, and dummy dumb humans; and shooting poisoned darts that deal 100 poison damage [5 × Level + 90] over time.

        ·

        « Stats

        » Health: 147/370

        » Armor: 0

        » Strength: 0

        » Speed: 10

        » Resource: 0

        » Stamina: 82/100

        » Familiar Energy: 0

        ·

        « Skills

        » Tiki Dart [3 charges · 20-second recharge]

        » Tiki Swing [3 charges · 20-second recharge]

        » Tiki Aim [3 charges · 20-second recharge]

      

      

      She had a pet. . . .

      Aitohtoh stood on the seat, wringing its furry little hands, looking up at her with the biggest and cutest puppy-dog eyes.

      Well, there were seventeen other worse outcomes she could think of than ending a dungeon with a pet. And it was a talking pet, which could answer all sorts of questions she had about this world, the mobs, and dungeons.

      She held her hand out to shake, not entirely sure how they were supposed to seal the deal. Then again, the deal already seemed to be sealed.

      Aitohtoh squealed excitedly and hugged her hand, then rubbed his head against her palm. “I be accepted, yes yes! We go on many adventures together. See the world. Eat all the yummy yum food. I be best pet, yes yes!”

      “You’re the only pet I’ve had,” she said.

      Something scraped across the bottom of the boat, and they stopped inside an open room. Flame people jumped up and down along the walls, lighting a tall staircase guarded by Tiki men statues. And at the top of that staircase, shimmering in the flickering light, was the last puzzle piece hovering in the air.

      She stood on the bench and jumped out of the boat. Her new pet followed. The water that had drenched them turned to pixels and faded. Out of all the things that made up this world, that was obviously the best feature.

      “Stop stop!” Aitohtoh yelled before she could take another step. “This be great great Tiki trap!” He pointed to a slightly elevated stone square. “Darts fire from all sides. Make you pretty pin cushion, yes yes!”

      She stepped around it. “Good to know.”

      “I best best pet! I save master from terrible trap. I-I-I . . . get loves?”

      Aayra smiled and gave him scritches, telling him he was a very good pet. He made that musical purring sound again and sighed happily.

      They climbed the steps—only one of them a “terrible terrible” trap—and tapped the last blue puzzle piece.

      The three puzzle pieces she had collected before immediately withdrew from her inventory. They circled each other, playing a musical tune, then came together to form a large golden chest.

      Obviously, it was a prime treasure.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Entin was exhausted.

      The entire day had been spent training people. But it wasn’t anything like training his little party of misfit market Runners. These people were excited to learn the secrets of dungeons and how he had bested them.

      They listened to everything he said, taking notes whenever possible and not complaining in the least when he had them practice.

      Paying students were the best students.

      Of course, he would have rather joined the others in exploring the new Troken Dungeon. His guild had secured two prime treasures!

      Finding prime treasures would always be much better than being someone else’s coach. Coaching felt like a job. And just like the jobs he had before getting accepted into flight school, it drained his energy.

      That said, there was a sense of fulfillment in helping people improve. He explained the Dungeon Runners’ motto: Exploit, Extract, Exit. He broke down the different roles: Distractor, Scout, Grabber, and Doorman. And he demonstrated the six utility skills that all Runners should be familiar with: Dash, Handspring, Roll, Slide, Sprint, and Wall Kick.

      This last bit helped him upsell Shadow Shift, a skill that would definitely pay for itself once the parties made enough to justify the expense.

      All of this required lots of demonstration, which required lots of Stamina. And now, he was ready to crawl into bed, having earned the guild 6 scyl and 40 chyps after paying Ruben for the referrals.

      Entin opened the guildhall’s front door and stepped into the familiar chaos of what could only be home.

      “You tiny tiny humans be too slow!” yelled a furry animal as it raced across the room. A stampede of little feet gave chase.

      Ohto was the captain. He pointed to Joia. “Block the stairs.”

      Joia shook her head. “I’m on Tohtoh side! Don’t hurt Tohtoh. I bite you!”

      “Ha!” yelled the animal. “I have tiny tiny ally.” It then pulled out a wooden pipe and blew a dart at Ohto.

      The kid gasped and stumbled. A -51 in yellow jumped into the air. It bubbled and popped, followed by a small stream of -7s.

      Suma, Aayra, and Marcel surrounded the guild shop’s counter, completely oblivious to the monster attacking kids!

      Entin’s Stamina was down to 22. Still, he triggered the first variant of Dash and appeared immediately behind the animal, catching it before it could shoot another poisoned dart.

      It kicked and struggled. “Let go, let go! I be great great Tiki warrior. You no have permission to touch! No touchy! Master, help help help!”

      “Master?” Entin asked. “What is this thing?”

      “It’s my . . . pet,” Aayra said apologetically, then looked at the furry thing. “I have a clear recollection of telling you not to shoot the kids. Do you need a time out?”

      “No no no!” it yelled. “I be good pet. I promise. Good pet deserving lots of head rubs and fruity fruit fruit. We just playing.”

      “Play without the darts, or . . . no loves. For . . . a day. You hear me?”

      The animal stopped thrashing. Its ears flattened. “No loves for whole day? Not even scritches?”

      “Not even scritches.”

      “Okay okay. No darts. Now let me down, dumb dumb human!” the creature demanded, struggling to be let go.

      “Entin is not a dumb human,” Aayra said in an exasperated voice. “He is the . . . tribe leader.”

      The animal froze.

      Entin put it down on the floorboards.

      It turned and fell to its hands. “I be so sorry sorry your greatness! I no mean to offend with my terrible terrible temper. Had I known who you were, I-I-I would only show great respect, yes yes. Please grant this unworthy Tiki warrior your forgiveness. Please don’t banish me!”

      Suma laughed from the doorway, then covered her mouth. Ohto crashed into the animal, and they tumbled away.

      “It’s fine?” Entin said, though was unsure the creature heard. Tayla jumped onto the pile, and Joia dragged them across the room, demanding they let her furry friend go.

      “Sorry about that,” Aayra said. “That’s Aitohtoh. Obviously, he’s one of the dungeon monsters. I don’t know what I did, but I won him over somehow, and now he’s my pet.

      “He might be a bit disruptive, but the kids seem to like him.” She paused to watch the kids, Joia now pulling on the creature’s arm while Ohto pulled on the other. “There’s so much we can learn from him about the dungeons and this world.”

      “A pet, like a Naufling?” Entin asked.

      “It’s more than that. Pets have stats and need to be fed. Aitohtoh can shoot poisoned darts, and he can find secrets like the Timberwood Spiritfish. But it takes up all of my Familiar Energy.”

      “That could be useful,” he said thoughtfully. If he had a pet like the creature, he could use it as a Distractor. “What happens if you get separated?”

      “Dude, I know,” Marcel said. “When we got back, I read the documentation on Pet Keeping. If the pet leaves your influence—by default, that’s two hundred feet, but items can change that—the pet is desummoned.”

      “It goes on cooldown,” Aayra added. “For ten minutes. Another difference between a pet and a Naufling is that pets can die. If that happens, they can’t be summoned for an entire day.”

      “I’m dying!” screamed the creature. Little damage numbers were floating toward the ceiling between the two kids playing tug of war.

      “Kids,” Ausemnie said from the hearth where she and Ziera had their screens open, likely cooking something that wouldn’t be fish, “be gentle.”

      “Yes yes, gentle!” the pet said. “I no shoot you. You no pull my great great arms off!”

      Entin laughed. There was always something new to find in this world, and that was why he desperately wanted to explore the new Troken Dungeon and find a way to other Lands where there were countless other things to discover.

      Alas, tomorrow was full of training new groups. This was only temporary. In the future, he could delegate training services to someone else.

      He turned and noticed the counter everyone was huddled around when he had entered. Drawn across the surface was a game screen with multiple windows open.

      “Is that the new guide?” he asked.

      “Hell yeah,” Marcel said, looking quite proud of himself. “It’s much better than the last. And we’re almost done with it. Aayra wants to sell it for a scyl.”

      “That sounds like a lot,” she quickly said, “but the affiliate system will take twenty percent. The treasure locations alone should easily make the guide worth that much.”

      “It’s a good price,” Entin said. “And I have an idea to make it even better.”

      “You do?”

      He did. After an entire day spent training people, people who had already attempted the Abruel Dungeon and could not benefit from the free guide, he realized something.

      “There should be two guides,” he said.

      “Two?” everyone echoed.

      He motioned them into the guild shop, so they could talk without the constant shouting. “On my way back, I talked to Lucas. Turns out, not a lot of people wanted the guide.”

      Marcel frowned. “Really?”

      “Most people interested in running the Abruel Dungeon have already done it. And the people who could benefit the most from the guide,” Entin said, feeling dented for not realizing this before, “don’t have the money to get to the dungeon.

      “So, I was thinking about how we could help people, grow our customer base, increase revenue streams, and secure our advantage over others who might want to copy us.”

      “This just came to you?” Aayra asked, too cogging smart for her own good.

      “Well . . . I might have—”

      “— received some help from Ruben?”

      He let out a breath. “It doesn’t matter where the idea came from. And I contributed, too. Do you want to hear it or not?”

      She cracked a smile. “We’re listening.”

      “We should have two guides, one Lite, one Pro. The Lite guide will always be free.”

      “Dude, that’s perfect!” Marcel said. “The people who need our help the most can earn some money. Those who are already doing well can pay for the premium information.”

      Aayra crossed her arms, a contemplative look on her face. “How does this ‘increase revenue streams and secure our advantage over others who might want to copy us’?”

      “I’m glad you asked,” Entin said with a grin. “A free guide helps people earn money. Eventually, they may want a Pro guide. But even if they don’t, they benefit us in other ways.

      “A free product will always attract more attention. Or that’s what Ruben said. We can use that attention.”

      “Sponsorships?” she asked.

      He nodded. “We also get brand awareness. If everyone is talking about our guides, it’ll be difficult for someone else to break into the market.

      “And we can include ads for our own products and services. Someone who might not want a Pro guide may still save up and buy Shadow Shift or whatever else we find to sell.”

      Suma, who had been quiet this whole time, raised her hand.

      “You don’t have to raise your hand,” Entin said with a chuckle.

      “Oh, yeah, sure,” she said, “I just didn’t want to talk over anyone. I’ve got the perfect thing for the Lite guide.”

      She talked about her first dungeon experience and how she tried to talk to the mobs before Triton could kick them off the branch. This led to them becoming Tiki people.

      They competed in a dart challenge and won. But the Tikis were mad and accused her of cheating. “I didn’t know what to do,” she said. “I just thought, ‘What would Entin do?’ ”

      “Me?”

      “Yeah, really truly, that’s what I thought. And the idea came that, as Dungeon Runners, we exploit dungeons. So,” she said, puffing up her chest, “I made a deal.”

      “What sort of deal?” He had never even tried talking to a monster—the flame guys aside, but they were Nauflings—let alone negotiate a deal.

      “I convinced them to let us keep the prime treasure if I helped them get more people to challenge them.”

      “But you already got the treasure. What’s there for other people?”

      “That’s why this is brilliant! The Tiki people agreed to offer money and loot to anyone who can beat them. I made them a sign and included the Dungeon Runner logo Aymie made us.

      “Unfortunately, that’s only good for people already attempting the dungeon. If we included this in the free guide, more people will get to experience what it’s like to be a Tiki person and might win some money.”

      “I still don’t understand,” Aayra admitted. “The dungeons are instanced. Your sign shouldn’t exist in the other dungeons.”

      “But it worked,” Suma said. “People saw it. Maybe if the dungeon agrees to change, then it changes for everyone?

      “After Triton and I turned into Tikis and teleported to their city—it’s this massive tree called the Hana’iki; it’s so pretty!—anyway, I saw a message.”

      “What do you mean?” Entin asked.

      “It was like an error, a string of text. ‘Unexpected player choice,’ I think it said, and that it was generating new pathways. The dungeons can change. This might open new ways for us to exploit them for resources and help others do the same.”

      When Entin tried stealing prime treasures at the start of all of this, the challenges always changed. But those changes were small. The challenges adjusted a little to keep him guessing.

      This was some great insight into how dungeons worked. The best way to exploit something was to learn about it.

      Suma blushed at the center of everyone’s attention. “A-anyway, that’s my vote if I get a say in the matter.” She looked away.

      “Do you want a vote?” Entin asked. “And by that, I mean, do you want to officially join the Dungeon Runners?”

      “Can I?”

      “Does anyone here not want—”

      “I vote yes!” Marcel said. “Like, dude, she got a prime treasure on her first try. That’s Dungeon Runner material if I have ever seen it.”

      “No complaints here,” Aayra said. “The Tiki dart challenge would work well for the Lite guide. It’s not really a secret, not with the sign. The guide is only providing an incentive to get people out to the dungeon.”

      “Bailey might contest it,” Entin said with a frown. His thoughts brushed the earlier sense that something was wrong. He wanted to find her and hear about her adventure in the candy dungeon, which sounded amazing.

      For two days, she was gone. She had just . . . disappeared. And now that she was back, she had barely said anything.

      “Where is she anyway?” he asked. “I thought she was taking care of the shop.”

      “Oh, when we got back,” Suma said, “I took over. She looked like she could use a break, and we were going to work on the guide anyway. I think she said something about flowers?”

      Knowing Bailey, that made sense. “Well,” he said to Suma, “I think Aymie will vote in favor of you joining, which gives you majority. The fact that you and Triton got a prime treasure is enough of an audition.”

      “Really truly?”

      He smiled an exhausted smile. “Really truly. Aayra, can you collect the votes and make it official?”

      “Of course,” Aayra said.

      Entin yawned.

      “You look ready to pass out.”

      “I feel ready to pass out,” he said.

      His thoughts drifted to Aymie and her promise to answer his many questions tonight, so he better have some Stamina. “You guys are doing great. I’m going to grab a quick nap before dinner.”

      “Before you go,” Aayra said. He raised an eyebrow, and she opened her game screen. “I was thinking about what we can do to protect our guides from being copied or shared.”

      “We can do that?”

      “The System provides some options. The trick is trying to figure out where to draw the line. I thought it made sense that one guide could be shared with the person’s party.

      “But then I realized people could party up with others for a fee and let their new party copy whatever information they want from the guide. We can prevent screenshots and pictures, but there’s nothing stopping someone from drawing the map by hand and making copies.

      “We can lock it all down and charge per person. Yes, this would be the most secure and make us the most money. Then no one can steal our work or share it with people who haven’t paid.

      “It doesn’t stop someone from buying our guide and retyping it, though. Hmm, that could be a problem. Maybe a contract that prevents such a thing under the risk of—”

      Entin waved to get her attention. She was off in her mind, diving down all the many convoluted ways someone might take advantage of them. That was the stuff he really didn’t want to think about.

      “How about we do nothing,” he offered.

      “Nothing? But then—”

      “Nothing sounds good.” He grinned at her look of disbelief. “Do these systems that prevent copying cost us anything?”

      “Just a few chyps per system we use, per guide sold.”

      “We want our guides to be as accessible as possible. I don’t think treating our customers like criminals is the best direction.”

      “That’s not what I—”

      “I know,” he said. “You’re doing what you’re great at. But I’d rather we focus on a good product. Our customers should understand the effect of their money, that it supports our growing guild, and that twenty percent of everything we make goes to the orphanage.”

      She considered this, her thoughts in an apparent war. Something clicked, and she said slowly, exploring the idea verbally, “The money supports the guild, orphanage, and our ability to produce better guides.

      “Okay. But it also gives our resellers jobs. And . . . obviously, our Lite version will aid the beggars, who everyone wants to help but doesn’t know how.

      “So,” she said, brightening, “all we have to do is make sure that’s clear and rely on people’s honesty rather than expect their dishonest behavior.”

      He smiled. “Sounds like you have your answer.”
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      Entin woke to an unusual sensation. Something soft was stroking his cheek. Bailey? He cracked an eyelid to find a furry animal looking at him intently.

      He jerked upright.

      Definitely not Bailey!

      Aayra’s new pet tumbled off the bed. “Sorry to disturb your greatness!” Aitohtoh said, kneeling with his head pressed to the floorboards. “My master wishes to inform you that your great great great smelling dinner be ready.”

      “Umm,” Entin said, his thoughts hazy.

      “And I get nothing nothing until I bring you this most crucial message. Please forgive my choice of waking your greatness. Humans be dummy dumb and don’t know how to wake on their own. Tikis don’t have this problem!”

      “Okay?”

      The creature took that as a dismissal and sprinted from the room. A second later, there were soft thuds descending the stairs.

      Entin’s fish gave him a curious flick of its fin, then went back to exploring all the cracks in the room for secrets.

      His Stamina had replenished 34 points for a total of 56, which wasn’t quite enough to successfully Run a dungeon, but it would be fine for an extended evening.

      He left the older boys’ room and descended the stairs. Maybe Bailey saved him a spot this time, and they could finally talk. There was so much to talk about: the training and dungeons and guides.

      “Enti!” Tayla said from the table. “It’s not fish! And it’s good. Ziera make stro-stro-gan—”

      “It’s stroganoff,” Ziera said in an instructive tone that Ausemnie would be proud of. “Strow-gan-off. Can you say it? Try again.”

      “Stro . . . ganoff?” Tayla said, then grinned for getting it right. “It’s better, better than fish.”

      “Sounds delicious,” Entin said, searching the table’s many occupants and not finding Bailey. He let out a breath. Maybe she was just late. Or maybe she found another bonus dungeon. . . .

      Ziera withdrew a dish for him, and he sat next to Aitohtoh, who was shoving grapes into his mouth, saying they were the tiniest grapes he had ever ever ever seen. This made the kids laugh and try to get him to eat their noodles.

      Everyone talked about their day.

      Dantic brought home thirty-four new fish. The kid was practically glowing. He said the fishermen caught lots more than normal, even after giving up their first three to him. They would be happy to partner up again, which meant he needed to secure more monster repellent.

      Ausemnie said they would trade the fish tomorrow, and Ziera said she was going to make pizza if they could find tomato paste and the right herbs.

      Aayra, Suma, and Marcel contacted Lucas and the other beggars to help distribute the free guides in exchange for food. Aayra created an affiliate contract that allowed beggars to sell Pro guides, but the money was locked to the contract until she or Bailey exchanged the sale credits for coins.

      They also ran into Mentoff, who had finally sold the golden lure, getting 18 scyl for it. The guild’s take was 15 scyl and 30 chyps.

      Between Entin’s training sessions, the prime treasures, and selling the golden lure, they had made 49 scyl and 96 chyps. The orphanage got nearly 10 scyl, and the guild now had 71 scyl and 52 chyps.

      After only three days, they almost had enough to cover rent. Now that they had seven members, the guild fee was 72 scyl.

      But their income didn’t count the loot they still needed to sell, Pro guides, tomorrow’s training session, or selling their Utility skill, Shadow Shift.

      Things were improving at a crazy rate.

      Tomorrow—in between training sessions—he was going to see what it would cost to upgrade the guildhall. A bigger guildhall would allow for more people.

      Of course, he would need to check with Ausemnie and everyone else before welcoming someone new. The more he relied on others, the better everything got.

      He now had a steaming dish of stroganoff, the company of many happy faces, a furry animal chewing with its mouth open, and . . . no Bailey.

      That little fact scraped at something raw within him. He opened his game screen and sent her a message.

      
        
        ¤ Message [To: Bailey Kalin]

        » Hey, where are you at? It feels like that time you and your dad went on vacation to the Underdome, and you were gone for an entire week.

        » We’ve got a ton to catch up on. Maybe we can do something tomorrow before my training sessions? Anyway, come home already. You’re making me worried.

      

      

      The rest of the evening went as well as most evenings. Triton told jokes. Ohto and Aitohtoh had a Tiki dart contest, approved by Aayra since the targets were not people. Grenden and Isan asked to see the new dungeon, saying they were old enough to help, which, naturally, prompted Ohto to ask as well. After lots of begging, Triton promised to take them tomorrow.

      And still . . . no Bailey.

      After their evening activities, everyone piled into the younger boys’ room to listen to Triton’s new story about the great great great—corrected by Aitohtoh—Tiki city. Then Marcel took the spotlight with Aitohtoh to talk about a crazy boat ride roller coaster challenge.

      Once all the stories had been told and the kids were making their way to their beds, Entin received a message from Aymie. The waiting was finally over. It was time to get some answers.

      “But I don’t want to go to sleep,” Ohto said, lying in bed next to Aitohtoh, who looked quite happy for a kidnapped pet.

      “If you don’t,” Entin said, “you won’t be able to go to the dungeon with Triton tomorrow. Dungeon Runners need their sleep. Stamina is important.”

      The kid blew a raspberry. “Okay. But Tohtoh stays with me.”

      The pet saluted. “I’m great great Tiki defender of little humans. And . . . master no want me in her bed. But I get scritches here, yes yes!”

      Ohto giggled and scratched under Aitohtoh’s chin, making the pet purr.

      Entin shouldn’t be surprised, but the idea of using dungeon monsters as babysitters never really occurred to him.

      He quickly made his rounds to wish all the kids sweet dreams, then slipped away before anyone could ask where he was going.

      He descended the stairs to a dark living room, crossed to the guild’s shop, and left through the front door, nearly colliding with some young woman in a dress.

      “Oh, sorry,” he said, “I didn’t see— Bailey?”

      Her hair was different. Long. It was braided with a thin pink scarf. And she . . . wore a matching dress? It revealed her collarbones, the sleeves short, the waist tight, and the bottom turned to dozens of strips that fell lightly around her legs.

      Beneath makeup he had never seen her wear, she blushed, her blue eyes seemingly larger with the help of darker eyelashes.

      He must have stared for too long because she slugged him, proving that this was definitely Bailey and not some imposter wearing her skin, which, in this world, could happen.

      “What happened?” he asked.

      She deflated a little. “That’s all ya gotta say?”

      “Y-you look . . .”

      “Are ya gonna finish that thought?”

      “. . . good, great. I’m sorry, you just surprised me. You look very pretty. But why are you dressed up like that?”

      Her lips twitched up from the praise, then her forehead creased. “Where ya goin’? Wasn’t expectin’ to see ya until tomorrow. Ya ruined my surprise.”

      “That wasn’t my intent. Why didn’t you reply to my message? I’ve been worried about you.”

      “Oh, were ya goin’ out to find me?”

      He grimaced. “Not exactly. . . .” If he were a better boyfriend, he’d totally be out searching for her. “I figured you’d return eventually and tell me all about what’s going on. But I have something else I need to do.”

      “Somethin’ else? In the middle of the night?” She looked suspicious.

      “Ugh, don’t look at me like that. I’m not doing anything bad.”

      “So ya ain’t sneakin’ off to see another girl?”

      “No!” he said, aghast, then realized that, technically, her accusation was true. But it wasn’t the same. He wasn’t cheating. He was getting answers from . . . a girl he happened to have had a crush on for years.

      She looked at him for a long moment, then shrugged. “Fine. Keep yer secrets.” She turned toward the door, and he caught her hand.

      “Hey, it’s not like that. Let’s do something tomorrow. A morning date. We haven’t gone on a date before. We can get a fancy breakfast or something.”

      She searched his face. “Okay,” was all she said before stepping through the door and closing it gently.
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      Entin sighed.

      When had girls become so complicated? Huh, when had they not been complicated? Trying to tease out what people thought and felt was more difficult than killing a dungeon boss.

      All he knew was that life would be so much easier if they just told him what was wrong.

      Yeah, yeah, wishful thinking.

      Well, it was this thinking that kept him company until he stepped into the Central Plaza, the fountain shooting spiraling lines of water in the night air.

      Per his instructions, he messaged Aymie that he was there and looked for her. People were huddled near the walls, lit by street lanterns.

      His fish nodded toward a black-cloaked figure down the west street with a red game screen open. There was a new message chime, and Aymie swiped her screen away before sprinting down the street.

      Where was she going?

      The message only said to meet her at the Troken Dungeon’s waypoint. She wanted him to go into the Wilds at night? This wasn’t exactly what he had in mind when she promised him answers, but . . . color him intrigued.

      He followed the street to the west gate, walking beneath the brilliant sky of twinkling stars. The Runners’ constellation was prominent among them, granting him a sense of protection.

      He waved to a friendly Lumarian gate guard with green hair, who didn’t seem to have a problem with people leaving the city in the middle of the night. This made sense. In a video game, players didn’t wait until morning to go on adventures.

      Entin stepped onto the waypoint, feeling the power beneath his feet hum to life. He picked the closest option and tapped Accept.

      The dark colors of the world elongated and twisted. Every soul of the city inhaled sharply, then the world snapped back together with him in the forest, accompanied by a distant night lullaby.

      A cool breeze sifted through the forest’s undergrowth, carrying new scents. Insects chirped and chittered. Some glowed yellow and green as they patrolled around plants.

      The faintest sound of a breath alerted him of something behind. He and his fish whipped around. Aymie jerked, and he let out a chuckling breath. The sudden appearance of a person in the darkness gave his heart a motivational speech.

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      “Making sure you came alone. Equip this,” she whispered, stepping forward to hold out a black cloak that looked very similar to the one she was wearing. “And you need to change your name.”

      “My name?”

      “It’ll make more sense soon. I promise.”

      He summoned his game screen and equipped the cloak, then changed his name to Sir Laughalot.

      Aymie exhaled through her nose and shook her head, a small smile on her lips lit in the soft moonlight. She looked anxious and lacked her typical disguise.

      It made absolutely no sense, but seeing her as Eizel was like throwing a wrench into his cogging brain of dull sprockets. Everything faltered.

      “It’s a bit of a hike,” she said. “I’ve added pit traps on our way in case we run into Night Wolves.”

      Traps? Everything she said, everything she did, added to the mystery and made him want to know more. He was hooked. “Where are we going?”

      “You . . . have to see it for yourself. Then we can talk. Okay?”

      He agreed, and they set off into the forest. She walked with confidence, not a single hesitation with where she was going. Every few minutes, she pointed to a trap that she, apparently, knew how to make. His fish enjoyed slipping beneath the wicker that covered the pits, leaving behind temporary pink flowers.

      Despite being in the Wilds at night, it was not particularly dark. Vines and mushrooms and bugs all glowed, drastically changing the feel of the place. Again, this made sense. Players adventuring at night would need to see. It also added to the wonder of the place.

      Nearly two hours later, and evading no fewer than a dozen Night Wolves—one of which died in a pit trap and was quickly skinned and looted by Eizel—they stopped.

      The trees here seemed to exude an inky black liquid that dripped onto the plants and dirt. It smelled of rot. It undulated, reacting to them as if hungry to spread.

      “What is this?” he asked in a whisper.

      She signaled him to be quiet, then grabbed his hand and led him to a fallen tree with a large burrow below it. She retrieved a glowing purple mushroom, then crouched beneath the tree, waving for him to follow.

      He did, finding this whole experience surreal. This was Eizel Oqerton, the daughter of one of the wealthiest families in the colony, leading him to some hole in the Wilds at night.

      Something large in the distance moved, spooking his fish. Its footsteps shook the ground. His survival instincts demanded a logical reaction, such as sprinting in the opposite direction.

      But Eizel didn’t move. The glow of the mushroom lit up her face, reflecting in her eyes. Once the sound stopped, she said, “We can talk here. But keep your voice down.”

      “Where are we?”

      “Past all of that corruption is a Land Gate.”

      He drew in an involuntary breath. A Land Gate? Ever since he had seen one of the majestic floating Lands drift overhead, he had wanted to figure out how to get to them.

      “It’s locked,” she said in bitter disappointment.

      Various clues, like puzzle pieces, fell into place. She had once said she needed to join the Dungeon Runners. His guild had succeeded where all others had failed, completing not one but three dungeons. “You want me to unlock it.”

      It wasn’t a question.

      Her eyes were hopeful. She nodded and said, “I think you’re . . . the best person to figure out how.”

      “But you didn’t have to join my guild for this or jump through all of our hoops. Why didn’t you just ask me?”

      “I needed to know I could trust you.”

      Trust? That didn’t make sense. There was no reason to need trust in relation to the Land Gate.

      Before he could dig into that, however, a different puzzle piece fell into place. “You . . . revealed your identity to me on purpose,” he said, replaying the events of her audition. “I thought you were going to have a panic attack.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said and genuinely looked sorry. “If it makes you feel better, I’ve been on the verge of a panic attack for days.

      “I didn’t know how else to test you. Y-you passed,” she offered with a conciliatory smile. “You’re everything I hoped you to be.”

      He blushed, immediately thankful they were deep in a scary dark forest, the glow of the purple mushroom not strong enough to reveal his feelings.

      The thought of Bailey grounded him. He wasn’t here to betray her trust. He was here for answers.

      “Why does trusting me matter?” he asked. “It’s the Land Gate. Everyone should know about it.”

      Her gaze fell to the ground. Her confidence and determination now revealed anxiety and pain and fear. “Something’s wrong. The ten percent of people that didn’t make it, I-I believe they are out there on the next Land.”

      “And you think the . . . what, government knows?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know who knows, but I don’t believe it’s a mistake. Someone did this on purpose. All documentation related to Land Gates was erased the day we entered this world.”

      “That’s all you—”

      “It’s not all,” she said, her voice quiet yet stern. “There are hundreds of documents. Search for anything, and you’ll find pages of results. Search for information on Land Gates, and you’ll get nothing.

      “When I was at the Dragon’s Dive with Aayra, the Lumarian was talking about another Land. I asked him how to get there, and he glitched out.

      “I’m telling you, it’s not a coincidence. Someone intentionally removed all information on Land Gates. There’s nothing from the game’s documentation to the character dialogue lines.

      “And they didn’t even do a good job. They just . . . tore it out, leaving glitches behind. This makes me think they aren’t a developer, but they had access. That’s someone with power.”

      Entin summoned his game screen and searched the documentation. Only one result returned, and the page was blank. With a flick of his fingers, the screen broke apart and faded into pixels.

      It was true. But there could be any number of reasons why the information was removed. Her assumption felt like wishful thinking, the sort of thinking someone might engage in if they . . .

      The last puzzle piece fell into place.

      It was a sudden and terrible realization that explained everything. “Your parents didn’t make it, did they?”

      There was a moment of surprise before her expression turned pained. She looked down at the glowing purple mushroom and shook her head.

      “No one can know,” she whispered.

      “But why? You’ve been alone this entire time?”

      She took a breath and wiped at her eyes. “Everything my family has worked for is tied up in contracts. If my parents aren’t here to fulfill their obligations, the government will take everything.”

      She was like him, an orphan. But she didn’t believe her parents were lost. His parents died in the attack. In a way, that made it easier to accept. It was the reality of that terrible day.

      If they had survived and failed their transfer, what would he think then? Would he accept the outcome or find some convoluted way to keep them alive? He knew the answer; he was quite stubborn, after all.

      “They’re not dead,” Eizel said weakly, her shoulders slumped. She traced the mushroom’s spongey exterior with her finger, and his very thoughtful fish grew a flower on the back of her hand. “None of them are.”

      He didn’t know if she was right or if this was just her grief and how she chose to handle it. But it didn’t matter. He wanted to help, even if the end result was only to give her closure.

      The cherry on top was how unlocking the Land Gate would open endless Lands to explore. It could provide the experiences and resources everyone needed to enjoy their life here.

      “Let’s do it,” he said. “Let’s unlock the gate.”

      She glanced up at him and wiped a tear away. “You’ll help?”

      “Dungeon Runners stick together.”

      “Am I still allowed to be a member? I wasn’t exactly honest with my intentions. And it’s not like I can participate in the dungeons unless I make my Aymie skin permanent.”

      “You can do that?”

      “It’s more expensive and would erase me.”

      He couldn’t imagine looking in the mirror and seeing someone else. “Well, as far as I’m aware, we’re your only family right now.”

      Eizel smiled. It was a tender moment of gratitude and trust, broken by something heavy taking a step beyond the trees.

      “By the stars,” he said, “what is that?”

      “A giant stone golem,” she said bitterly. “It stomped on me when I accidentally released the corruption.”

      “The black stuff?”

      She nodded. “I think the golem is a guardian. It attacks everything, including these black-heart skeletons that spawned when it formed. Those things are ruthless. They’ll swarm you and tear you apart.

      “Since the documentation was deleted, I don’t know what we need to do. But I assume we have to get past them or kill them somehow.”

      Entin climbed out of the hole.

      “Wh-where are you going?” she asked.

      “We need to gather information. I don’t have much Stamina, but you didn’t expect me to solve this tonight, did you?”

      “Are you saying the great Dungeon Runners’ leader can’t solve a little mystery in the forest?” She said it with a teasing tone, and he felt his face warm.

      “I’m not . . . great,” he admitted.

      “Tell that to everyone trying to copy your success.” She climbed out of the hole, accepting his hand. “Do you think my family is great?”

      “Definitely,” he said without hesitation.

      “Sometimes, the only difference between those who have and those who don’t is the willingness to push through uncertainty. We take risks. We fail. And we try again. Over and over, always learning.”

      That sounded a whole lot like his first few dungeons alone. He tried and tried until Bailey gave him the secret ingredient to success. And now he was the leader of a thriving guild.

      He really needed to do something nice for her. That and fix whatever he did to upset her because it was most definitely his fault.

      “It pays to be stubborn,” he said with a grin. “You’re not afraid of dying, are you?”

      She scanned the blackened trees, a delicate frown on her face. “It’s not my favorite thing. How do you separate yourself from the fear?”

      “Who says I do?”

      She scoffed. “Right.”

      “It helps to realize that nothing that happens will affect me in the slightest. I can’t be hurt. I can’t die. This world is a game, designed to be fun. So, don’t think about it being scary. Think about what you can do to enjoy yourself.”

      “Getting torn apart by black-heart skeletons doesn’t sound fun to me.”

      “Maybe not, but seeing how far you can get before you die makes it a challenge.”

      “You want to have a contest?” she asked, quirking an eyebrow.

      “Sure. Let’s see who can survive the longest and take the most pictures.”

      Eizel drew in a deep breath, then slapped her cheeks. “You’re on. What does the winner get? There needs to be an incentive for a contest, right?”

      “Right. . . .”

      “If I win,” she said, “I get your zombie.”

      “You want the Morsitor? You said it stunk.”

      “You never use it. And Bailey gave hers a bath. It now smells like roses and . . . is kind of adorable.”

      “Alright. And if I win, you need to design me something decent to wear. I have a date tomorrow.”

      “Oh,” she said, her expression unreadable, thinking things he couldn’t decipher, “yeah, sure, of course. By the Maker, you’ve got a deal.”

      He grinned, gave them a count of three, then ran toward the booming noise of the golem. If the black-heart skeletons were as nasty as Eizel had said they were, he’d rather play with a lumbering golem instead.

      The corruption glistened in the moonlight, little ripples pulsing across its surface. Wandering dark figures snapped to attention, their eyes red, then charged.

      Entin was tempted to trigger Sprint, but with his Stamina so low, he decided against it until the extra speed was necessary. The inky black corruption squished between his toes, cold and disgusting. It made the ground slick.

      He passed a cropping of trees, dodged a skeleton, Shadow Shifted through two more, then found the stone golem. . . .

      That’s no mere golem!

      The thing stood fifty feet tall at least. Its club alone was a good five or six times his height. Blue symbols glowed from the stones that made up its body and weapon.

      The guardian roared a shockwave of a sound that blasted out from all around. It stung! Vibrations rocked his core, dealing 48 damage and pushing him back a step.

      The corruption tore itself apart and crawled away to reveal dirt, rocks, and ancient-looking vines that crumbled, turning to pixels, their life force drained.

      Entin wrenched his thoughts together, his mind not wanting to focus on the very large club that rushed through the air in an attempt to smash him into digital bits.

      He snapped two pictures, capturing the guardian’s legs and torso, then triggered the second variant of Dash. The world blurred and snapped together, leaving him just behind the golem and away from its cataclysmic attack that sent stone shards flying.

      His original plan was cogging dented. There was no way he was going to get on top of the walking pile of stones, not by Dash or climbing it.

      He snapped more pictures haphazardly, hoping that some would be usable. The skeletons, per his plan, were all too happy to stay far away.

      The trees here circled a stone platform further below, which had to be the Land Gate. He searched for anything that might provide a clue to how any of this worked.

      Eizel had a whole army of skeletons after her, forty or fifty of them, and more joining the hunt. She triggered every skill at her disposal to escape them.

      His attention was yanked away by the movement of a massive foot. He hurriedly sidestepped between the golem’s legs, avoiding being stomped on. The world shook, and rock chips sliced across his legs.

      This was when his fish found something interesting. The guardian had a little keyhole on its inner thigh—cute—and another on its foot.

      He took a picture of each, then triggered Sprint and raced down the slope of corruption to the Land Gate. Massive footsteps from behind gave chase.

      There were holes across the Land Gate’s platform where skeletons climbed out from what looked like portals. If they could climb out, could he climb in?

      A club smashed the ground next to him, deafening his left ear and sending glops of corruption every which way.

      Entin triggered Slide across the platform that hummed with energy. He dropped into one of the holes that—unluckily—had a skeleton emerging.

      A distracting Flash message warned him that his Stamina had dropped to 8 out of 51. Yeah, yeah, he knew he was running on empty, but this wasn’t the time. It quickly dispersed, leaving him alone with the undead monster.

      “Pardon me,” he said politely as the two tried to make space for the other. The skeleton, however, was not so accommodating, gnashing its teeth in irritation, the black film of rot oozing off of it.

      This wasn’t how he expected this night to go, a romantic trip to the underworld, embraced in the arms of a skeleton. Bailey would surely count this as cheating!

      He grabbed his boney companion’s ribs and lifted, plunging himself down. His feet punctured something cold and wet, a veil that didn’t feel remotely like a portal. It stretched and clung to him as his lower half succumbed to the muck.

      The skeleton didn’t want to give up on their relationship, but there was not enough room to bend forward without slamming its skull—now covered in flowers where a certain fish decided to redecorate—against the wall.

      Entin drew in a deep breath, not thrilled at the idea of drowning in the stuff, and shoved his head beneath the surface.

      Long tendrils of black slime stretched and snapped around him, illuminated in an eerie green light that seemed to emanate from the stone walls. It was like falling through hundreds of thick webs, his fish swimming after him.

      He broke through the bottom, fell thirty or so feet, and triggered the second variant of Roll for 7 Stamina to absorb the damage.

      The very moment he completed his roll and found his feet, the Exhaustion debuff slammed through him. His muscles burned, his throat went dry, and his heart hammered, all in an attempt to force him to stop.

      But he couldn’t. The room wasn’t empty. It was home to a giant skeleton with glowing green eye sockets. Long strips of black fabric wrapped and hung from its oddly shaped bones.

      Entin quickly snapped three pictures. Before he could snap a fourth, the monster wrapped its boney fingers around his torso and used its other hand to extract a thrashing, screaming soul from his body.

      The last thing he saw—before the warmth in him went frigid and the world lost its color—was a floating golden key, two feet long, entangled in black strands of corruption.
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      The next morning, Entin walked up behind Bailey, who was waiting patiently at the very top of the Upper West Bench, watching the city far below. He thought it would be more romantic to meet at a designated place—like a first date—than deal with all the kids making fun of them.

      She wore her pink dress, which looked completely out of place on her, but nice, very nice. A Chenenber flower was tucked in her hair, the rainbow petals radiant in the morning sunlight. Her Rosaima Naufling trilled softly, floating over her shoulder.

      Seeing her like this made him a little nervous. Cogs, that was dented. This is Bailey! They had been through everything together. There was nothing to be nervous about. This was just breakfast.

      She turned, and he grinned at her surprised reaction. Yes, he wore a nice set of slacks, a button-down shirt, and a light jacket with expert embroidery.

      By the stars, Eizel did a fantastic job. And for her effort, in a way to trade for the materials, he gave her his Morsitor, the zombie Naufling.

      In the cemetery, she had been shocked and amazed and beyond a little excited for his discoveries, saying he was, indeed, great.

      They were closer to figuring out the Land Gate, but it would require a team to unlock it. That was what the guardian represented, a lock. And they knew where the key was.

      Tonight, under cover of darkness, he’d try again with his Runners. Until then, everything had to remain hush-hush lest their plans got discovered by whoever deleted the Land Gate information.

      Even if he didn’t completely believe in her conspiracy theory, it was better to be cautious than foolish. The guild might be doing well, but they were not equipped to fight anyone powerful enough to delete key game information.

      Bailey smiled. “Yer lookin’ nice.”

      “And you’re not ugly.”

      “What?” she asked. Her lightly powdered nose crinkled. “Is that supposed’ta be a compliment? Yer cogging bad at this.”

      “No, that’s not what I meant.” He grimaced, and his fish flopped in the air in disbelief. “I was trying to figure out why you got a dress. It’s because of the Wall of Ugly, isn’t it? We were just having fun. You’re not ugly.”

      “This,” she said, looking down at herself, “isn’t about that.” Her expression fell a little, and she let out a breath before smiling again. “Let’s go.” She wrapped her arm around his and leaned into him a little, her floral scent different but pleasant.

      The benefit of having been a market Runner was how they knew every restaurant in the city and which ones to avoid. The best food and nicest people who tipped their Runners was from a little breakfast cafe called The Morning Light.

      Entin headed in that direction, walking arm in arm, acting the part of a gentleman with his lady. People didn’t look at them with judgment or dismiss them out of hand for what they wore.

      A man in a tailored suit tipped his hat to them. Another couple, walking in the opposite direction, gave a polite greeting, then whispered about who they were.

      Bailey giggled, and Entin smiled, happy that she was enjoying herself. They had struggled for so long that he forgot what it was like to go out.

      A few minutes later, they arrived. It was a quaint cafe decorated in flower paintings, the front window framed in baby-blue curtains.

      Entin reached for the door, but it opened on its own. Hendrick stepped out, holding a dessert scone. The black man grabbed the door and held it open for them while shoving a piece of the sugary bread into his mouth.

      Bailey exhaled through her nose and stepped through the door without comment. Her Naufling produced two angry toots. And Entin gave the man an awkward, “Thanks,” and moved to follow.

      “Boy?” Hendrick asked, grabbing Entin’s arm. “You don’t look like a cogging dulick anymore.”

      “No thanks to ya,” Bailey said, her brows pressed together. “And his name is Entin. It ain’t Boy. He’s the leader of the Dungeon Runners.”

      “So, it’s your fault,” Hendrick said.

      Entin pulled away from the man’s tight grip. His fish flipped its back fin dismissively. “My fault? What are you talking about?”

      “It’s your fault that all the Runs cost twice as much. You’ve convinced half the Runners to waste their rusting time trying to get rich in dungeons.”

      “Don’t think you can put that me. Blame the merchants that abused the Runners with unfair jobs. If people leave at the first opportunity, there’s a reason.”

      “Ha! What would you know? Merchants provide solid work. You provide people with hopium while pocketing their money with no guarantees. You’re no better than the rest of us.”

      Hendrick spat on the flagstones and left, shaking his head and muttering, “Redeemers’ folly, idealistic kids these days.”

      Bailey huffed, then grabbed Entin’s hand and dragged him into the cafe. The owner, an old lady with cotton-white hair and pale skin, smiled and told them to grab a table where they liked. She had a floating dough ball of a Naufling that made sugar appear like rain beneath it.

      They sat in the back corner, and Bailey glared at the salt and pepper shakers. “We’re nothin’ like the merchants,” she said. “We’re helpin’ people. And it ain’t like we convinced anyone to Run dungeons. They started doin’ that on their own.”

      Entin smiled and took her hand. It was a very boyfriend thing to do. “Who cares what he thinks?”

      She looked up, the anger quickly dissipating. Her emotions dipped from anger to something like sadness, then she forced a smile. “I know. The guy’s a coggin’ dull sprocket. He’s just tryin’ to justify himself. But let’s not let it ruin our date.”

      “Welcome,” the old lady said, gliding over to their table, “to the Morning Light. You two look familiar. Runners?”

      “Ya remember us?” Bailey asked.

      “Hon, I might be old, but I never forget a face, especially one as lovely as yours.”

      Bailey blushed.

      “Now, do you need a menu, or do you know what you’d like this beautiful morning?”

      “We’re gettin’ the special,” Bailey said, having already researched the menu items. Her eyes sparkled. Not long ago, eating here could only be a dream.

      The lady summoned her game screen and withdrew two plates of stacked waffles covered in whipped cream, strawberries, and strawberry syrup. She placed them on the table.

      “That’ll be eighty-two . . .” she started to say. “You know what? I think you deserve the employee discount. You’ve delivered plenty of our orders. So, make that seventy chyps.”

      “That’s so kind of you,” Bailey said.

      Entin tapped the amount into his game screen and handed the chyps over in a little bag the System generated. It was the first money he had spent from his Dungeon Runners’ wages.

      The woman thanked them for their patronage and welcomed two new customers, asking them to grab a table.

      Bailey swiped a finger through her whipped cream and dabbed Entin on the nose, then laughed at his startled reaction. He was about to do the same to her, but before he had the chance, her emotions darkened as if remembering something bad.

      Whatever it was, she’d tell him eventually. He was sure of it. And so, he didn’t push the matter. They ate in silence, enjoying the overly rich breakfast, a meal unlike any they’d had for months.

      It brought back memories of his parents making waffles on the weekends. Those were distant happy memories. He wished they were here. He wished he could be like Eizel and hold onto a sliver of hope that they had somehow survived.

      Of course, they didn’t. But he knew, without a doubt, they’d be proud of him and encourage him to keep applying himself against the terrible misfortunes of those around him.

      There was much work to be done. He saw a future where dazed beggars were off the streets, pursuing the types of work that gave them fulfillment and paid them enough to enjoy all the many wonderful things this world had to offer.

      A sniffle caught his attention. He looked up from his voyage through his memories, barely a third of the way through his waffles.

      Bailey had only taken a few bites. Tears streaked her cheeks, her mascara running. Maybe she was exploring her own memories?

      He took her hand and rubbered his thumb across her fingers. She pulled away, which left him utterly clueless. “Are you going to tell me what’s been bothering you? You know I’m an expert at listening, right? We’ve talked about everything.”

      She blinked the tears away and took in a deep breath. A few seconds later, her mascara turned to dark pixels and faded.

      “Where’ja go last night?”

      “You’re upset about that?” he asked, confused. “I can’t talk about it. Not right now, at least, but you’ll understand tonight.”

      She looked away, her arms crossed. “H-how’ja imagine this date endin’?”

      Entin scrunched up his forehead, trying to puzzle out what she was so afraid of talking about. Everything felt like a riddle, revealing half answers or nothing at all.

      He thought about it anyway and answered as honestly as he could. “We’re going to eat this delicious breakfast of champions,” he said with a smile, “then take a stroll through the Low Gardens. I have some food for the ducks. I thought we could relax and catch up.

      “I want to hear about your dungeon and talk about the pirate dungeon, which you can still go through if you want. I figured we could talk until my first training session. If that doesn’t sound good, we can do anything you want.”

      The way she looked at him made him think he was a cogging terrible date planner. Truth be told, he was terrible at it. His choice of a fun date would be to explore a new dungeon.

      “Would’ja,” she said, looking away, her cheeks and ears turning red, “kiss me?”

      “Kiss?” He said it like it was the most alien thing to be considered. And in some ways, it was.

      “Do ya even like me?” she asked, her tears returning.

      “Of course, I like you,” he said, incredulous. “You’re my best friend.”

      “Friends!” she yelled, and the other patrons glanced over. “Aren’t we more than friends? Ya don’t kiss me. Ya barely hug me. Ya don’t act like ya wanna be close at all. It’s like ya doin’ this outta obligation.”

      Entin looked down at his happy, delicious waffles. The truth was, he had never thought of Bailey in that way before she confessed her feelings. He just desperately didn’t want to hurt his friend, who was definitely hurting.

      “I’m . . . sorry,” he said. Then a sliver of a memory replayed in his head of Triton at the race, saying he would claim Bailey’s heart or something like that.

      It all made sense.

      He looked across the table at his beautiful friend. “Did Triton kiss you?” It was less a question and more a statement, said with understanding.

      Bailey didn’t answer for a long time, then said, “That ain’t the worst of it. I . . . I kissed him back.”

      Entin stood, and her eyes went wide. Her mascara was running again, now dripping on her dress. She was so tortured by this it broke his heart. They had been through too much already.

      He sat beside her and wrapped an arm around her shoulders, pulling her against him. “You are the most kindhearted person I know. You were never a cogging obligation. I just wanted you to be happy and royally screwed that up.”

      They didn’t say anything for a while. The cafe owner left a napkin on the table for Bailey, then looked at Entin and gave him one, too.

      “We’re friends?” she asked quietly.

      “Bestest of friends,” he said, giving her shoulder a supportive rub. “And we’ll always be friends, even if you fall for the second fastest Runner.”

      She sat up and wiped her eyes. “If we’re friends, does that mean I’ve gotta pay ya back for the waffles?”

      To which he could only laugh, then grabbed a finger full of whipped cream and dabbed it against her nose.
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      The morning went by quickly, the afternoon, quicker. Entin, for the first time in weeks, got his friend back. They fed the ducks and talked until they had nothing else to talk about.

      Bailey was glad to have skipped the pirate dungeon. After barely surviving her first dungeon, the boss rush—losing her leg in the process—she didn’t want to go swimming ever again.

      It was lucky, then, that she got to explore a bonus dungeon full of candy, unique challenges, valuable rewards, and lots of fun.

      One of these days, he really hoped he found a bonus dungeon like that. And if the stars were on his side . . . maybe Eizel would be with him.

      It was hard not to think about her, especially now that he didn’t have to chide himself whenever his thoughts strayed to her.

      Later in the afternoon, his first training session started. It was easier this time. Every party seemed to want to know the same things, and answering their questions reinforced what he knew.

      The sessions went by quickly and were not as Stamina draining as yesterday. It was mostly because he didn’t need to demonstrate every Utility skill like a cogging idiot.

      His students got to run their Stamina into the ground, and he gave pointers like a teacher should. The only skill he demonstrated was the skill he wanted to upsell: Shadow Shift.

      One party included Jared, the guy with long brown hair that got a signature a few days ago. The girl in his party had since learned how to summon her notepad, and Entin signed it, much to her delight.

      It was strange that anyone would want his signature, but it felt cogging great. This was just the start. The Dungeon Runners guild would be the best guild that helped people find something worth living for. From that came notoriety.

      This all meant the guild would need to grow. And a growing guild needed a growing guildhall.

      He visited the Guild Registrar—located in the government district of fancy white buildings surrounded by hedges and flower gardens, walls and guards—and talked to the Lumarians that worked there.

      Turns out, his guildhall would reach level two once they had eight members, which happened to be one more than what they currently had. Level three would come from running the guild for a month, another thirty-six days.

      “You’re very close,” said Cyndra, the pink-haired Lumarian woman wearing spectacles. “Just be aware that at level two, the base guildhall fee will increase by five scyl—that’s seventy at level two—plus one for every member.”

      He thanked her for the information and had her update the Dungeon Runners registration to show the guild was open for new members. With that done, he stepped out of the building, waited for a carriage to pass, and took the scenic route back to the orphanage, thinking about other Lands.

      If there was any chance that the missing ten percent of people were on another Land, reuniting them with their loved ones would solve so many problems.

      As such, and without sharing any details—per Eizel’s request—he messaged his Runners to clear their schedules for midnight and asked them to make sure they topped off their Stamina.

      They had a Land Gate to unlock.
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        * * *

      

      An hour before dinner, Entin stepped into the guildhall to find a dozen people, people he didn’t recognize, browsing shelves, shelves that hadn’t been there that morning.

      “Hey, Entin!” Suma said, waving him over. She swiped her long black hair behind her shoulder and stood up straight like meeting the bossman was scary or something. “Since . . . no one was doing anything with the shop, I thought I could really truly make a difference.”

      She motioned to the busy room. The shelves held an eclectic collection of familiar dungeon loot for sale, their price tags hovering in the air.

      At the end of the room was a new table with chairs positioned around it. The free dungeon guides were available for anyone to copy and read. She said the table might also be useful for guild meetings.

      One wall was dedicated to pictures of the orphans and guild members next to their first loot items. And prominent among the pictures was the Dragon’s Dive logo, their first sponsor.

      “So, umm, yeah,” she said with nervous excitement, her hands clasped and pressed against her chest. “Selling our own loot makes sense, right? Then we don’t have to lose a cut of the profits to merchants.

      “We can frame it as ‘Loot from . . .’ and whatever dungeon it’s from. People might want to collect it, even the junk items. That was Aymie’s idea. She actually helped a lot.”

      Suma pointed to a blackboard behind her with products and services listed.

      
        
        ¤ Dungeon Runners’ Shop

        Exploit. Extract. Exit! Just not our stuff, please.

        ·

        » Training [2 scyl per party · 2 hours]

        » Dungeon Mule [equal cut of earnings]

        » Utility Skill: Shadow Shift [3 scyl]

        » Ask for a demonstration!

        » Pro Dungeon Guide [1 scyl]

        » Lite Dungeon Guide [FREE!]

      

      

      “I . . .” she said, “hope we didn’t overstep. I didn’t get anyone’s permission since everyone was away, and you were on your date.” She nudged his arm and grinned.

      “Who told you that?” he asked suspiciously. They had specifically avoided telling anyone. But maybe he wasn’t so good at hiding his intentions as he had thought.

      “Hmm? Oh, umm, no one?”

      “Right. Well, if you must know, Bailey and I figured out we’re just friends.”

      Suma’s expression changed to one of sympathy. “I didn’t know. I’m really truly sorry it didn’t work out.”

      “Don’t be. We’re still best friends. Anyway, you definitely didn’t overstep with the shop. This is cogging fantastic.”

      “Really truly?”

      “Really truly.”

      “Aymie helped a lot, so don’t give me all the credit.” A guy motioned to get Suma’s attention and asked about the glass crab-leg backscratcher. “Oh, sorry. Nothing on that wall is for sale. I should make that more clear.”

      “Is Aymie here?” Entin asked. He wanted to see her as Eizel or Aymie. It didn’t matter. There was something about her that had always drawn his thoughts.

      Of course, given everything she had been through, he didn’t want to add to her already complicated life. That didn’t mean they couldn’t talk or make plans for tonight.

      Suma frowned and shook her head. “She got a message a while ago and left in a hurry. Said something about running an errand? I haven’t seen her since.”

      For someone living a double life, it was surprising it hadn’t happened more often. Still, given Eizel’s fear of some evil person in power pulling the strings, a tiny ball of anxiety started to form in his stomach.

      He thanked Suma and encouraged her to keep experimenting with the shop. As far as he was concerned, it was her domain to do with whatever she wanted.

      She blushed and grinned and seemed all too excited about running a shop. He didn’t quite understand her enthusiasm. He’d much rather be out having adventures, not sitting in a stuffy room, dealing with customers. But everyone was different, and he was just glad to have someone as strange as her in the guild.

      Inside the orphanage, chaos reigned as normal.

      Ausemnie and Ziera were debating dinner options with their screens open near the hearth. Aayra and Marcel were talking about guide changes. Bailey slugged Triton and blushed furiously while he seemed to glow, flashing Entin a thumbs-up. And Grenden shouted, “Crybaby Ohto can’t catch us.”

      “I only cry a little,” Ohto said, a deep frown on his face. “Dungeon was scary.”

      “Nuh-uh!” chimed Joia. “Dun-gem is fun. I like dun-gem, I do, like lots and lots!”

      “You went into a dungeon?” Entin asked, picking up the girl and holding her on his hip.

      “Yes yes!” Aitohtoh said. “I be great great Tiki guide for dummy dumb human girls.”

      Joia stuck her tongue at him. “I want pet. But no sticky want to be my pet.”

      “We be Tiki! See? Dummy dumb girl call great great Tikis dumb thing.”

      “Enti!” Tayla yelled from the table, drawing a Tiki man with brown and green crayons. “I went to the dungeon with Ra-ra and momma. You like my picture?”

      “It looks great,” Entin said.

      Aitohtoh gasped. “Terrible drawing. You be bad bad at great Tiki art. It no capture face mask from Mighty Tree, Hana’iki.”

      “Why don’t you have a mask?”

      “I did did did. But Master broke mask with her powerful hug of love. Now I must not wear mask for I am pet. This be dishonorable, yes yes. But I love love love Master for she gives good good scritches.”

      Aayra grimaced. “Obviously, I didn’t mean to break your mask. It just sort of happened that way.”

      “We be bonded. It no matter now. I maskless, yes yes. But I still Kykin, much much smarter than humans. With my help, I make you all smart smart!”

      Entin laughed at that. He walked over to Bailey, bouncing Joia on his hip. With two fingers, he summoned his game screen and withdrew six scyl.

      “Yo, boss,” Triton said, “no hard feelings, right?” Bailey blushed more and looked away.

      “If Bailey’s happy,” Entin said, “then I’m happy.”

      “And me,” said Joia. “Me is happy happy.”

      “Of course,” he said, tapping her nose. “You’re the happiest of us all.”

      “Yup!”

      Entin turned to Triton and said in a stern voice, “But you better take care of her. And give her all the things she deserves, like ear nibbles.”

      The guy perked up. “Like this?” He chomped on Bailey’s ear, and she squirmed.

      “Yes! And tickles.”

      “N-no tickles!” she said, laughing when Triton dutifully followed the suggestion.

      “And lots of puns. She likes puns.”

      “No I don’t!” she said, exasperated.

      “Yeah, puns suck,” Triton said, and they shared a look of appreciation.

      Entin chuckled and handed Bailey the coins he had summoned. She took them. “From trainin’? I’ll record the income. But I’ve been thinkin’ . . . don’tcha think Aymie would be better as the Treasurer?”

      Entin raised a suspicious eyebrow.

      “It ain’t like I hated her or anythin’ like that. And if she’s got the experience, maybe I should do somethin’ else.”

      “Like what?”

      Triton clapped once to get their attention. “Teacher!”

      “What?” they both asked.

      “Bay, with the help of this handsome gent,” he said, hooking a thumb at his chest, “should train Distractors and Scouts and stuff. There’s a whole lot of stuff to learn about mob aggro and staying alive.”

      Joia whispered, “I want down. I draw bestest sticky man, bestester than Tay-tay.”

      Entin let the girl down, and she charged across the living room, crashing into the table and making Tayla exhale loudly.

      “You? Practice?” Entin asked Triton.

      “Hey, it’s not so bad with the right company.”

      Bailey seemed to mull the idea over. “I’ll be the . . . Master Distractor! And Triton can be my assistant.”

      “Wait a cogging second, assistant-person? No way, girlio. We do this thing together. Masters of the Distractors.”

      “It’s a great idea,” Entin said. “I want to grow the guild. There’s so much more we can do. Having a school for Dungeon Runners would definitely help.” It might also free him from tutoring other parties. Yes . . . this was definitely a great idea.

      Triton grinned and nudged Bailey. The guy was always smiling, but this time, it looked different, like he had found his place.

      Entin told them to work out the details, then he left to sit between Tayla and Joia. They excitedly shared their drawings, and he did his best to make stick figures look decent until Ausemnie and Ziera served dinner: pizza!

      Unfortunately, there was no Blueprint recipe to make pizza. They had to mix and match what was available. There was also the little problem of missing ingredients, so it was . . . different.

      The bread wasn’t sourdough and didn’t form a chewy crust. And they didn’t have tomatoes. But they buttered it, used garlic salt, and topped it with cheese and thin slices of wolf meat.

      It was delicious.

      Even so, and mixed with good company, that ball of anxiety concerning Eizel remained. She hadn’t returned for dinner. He sent her a quick message to make sure she’d be back by midnight.

      It was the whole situation with Bailey all over again. People in this world just up and disappeared without warning, over and over.

      He wanted to do something other than wait, but if they were going to attempt to unlock the Land Gate, he needed all the Stamina he could get.

      After dinner, the kids thought it was funny that most of the adults had to go to bed early while the kids got to stay up and share their stories about the Tiki dungeon.

      They took it upon themselves to tuck the adults in and wish them sweet dreams, really enjoying this change. Joia even tried to donate Danto her fishy to Aayra, saying the smell would keep the monsters away.

      Hours later, at twenty minutes to midnight, Entin woke to the sound of his alarm clock and checked his messages.

      Nothing.

      He exhaled, feeling it deep in his bones that something terrible had happened, which only convinced him that Eizel had been right about everything.

      There was a cogging villain out there, creeping in the shadows, pulling the strings to achieve some malicious goal. He could practically see the shadows on the walls, laughing silently.

      He sat up and punched his mattress. She was gone. And he couldn’t tell anyone. Not because of trust or breaking his promise. He trusted his guild—his family—trusted them to do the right thing, which was the problem.

      They would overrule him in an instant and search for their missing Dungeon Runner sister.

      But this villain wasn’t a monster in a dungeon. It was an entity capable of banishing hundreds of people to another Land and covering up its tracks.

      For now, he had to lie.

      Lie to protect.

      Instead of saving one of their own, they should focus on the Land Gate. Unlocking that might solve all of their problems. It wasn’t without danger, but they would be the ones in the shadows, protected by obscurity.

      Entin threw off his blankets and gathered the black cloaks Eizel had made them, then descended the stairs to the guild’s shop, wearing one of them.

      Soft candlelight glowed from beneath the door. The others were already up, their words muffled. He opened the door and stepped in.

      Aayra, Aitohtoh, Marcel, Bailey, Triton, and Suma stopped talking and looked at Entin, some wearing questioning expressions given his attire.

      “Yo!” Triton said with a grin, sitting beside Bailey, “look who finally chose to show up. Just need that Aymie-girlio, then you can stop being all secretive and stuff.”

      Suma frowned. “I haven’t seen her since this morning. She’s coming, right?”

      Entin shook his head. “She had . . . work to do. I think she’ll be away for a few days.” He hoped it would only be a few days.

      “Aurora Conventus,” Aayra said. “Last I heard, she was designing dresses for the attendees.”

      “I want great great dress!” Aitohtoh said. “For Master. Make her pretty, yes yes?”

      Aayra rolled her eyes. “Obviously, I don’t need a dress to be pretty.”

      Marcel seemed to agree.

      “Then wear great great mask?” Aitohtoh asked. “Cover face, yes yes?”

      Aayra glared.

      Her pet grimaced and scurried across the table, finding a nice spot in Suma’s lap.

      “Don’t give him scritches,” Aayra said sternly, pointing a finger. Aitohtoh’s ears flattened.

      “Why’re we here?” Bailey asked. “And why’re ya wearin’ that? And why now?”

      “Bay asks the best questions,” Triton said. “You got some explaining to do, bossman!”

      And so, with their interests adequately piqued, Entin told them everything he knew, leaving Eizel and her family out of it.

      “This is a guild matter,” he said. “Even if the missing people aren’t out there, we have an opportunity to explore new Lands and find more dungeons. But we have to assume the danger is real. So . . . majority vote wins. Who votes—”

      “Does great great Tiki warrior get a vote?” Aitohtoh asked.

      “No,” everyone said at the same time.

      “Oh, I see, yes yes. . . . But if I did get a vote, I vote yes yes yes! Unlock Land Gate? Maybe save many more dumb dumb humans? See big big new Lands and eat all the yummy yum fruit? Yeah, easy decision, ha!”

      One by one, everyone else agreed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      There was a buzz in the night’s air, something other than the distant lullaby that swept through the Wilds like quiet rhythmic chimes.

      It was probably Entin’s nerves.

      His Dungeon Runners—in their black cloaks, their names changed—crept through the shadows. Even Aitohtoh did a good job at dashing between hidden nooks in trees he had said looked “weird weird weird.”

      Aayra, as acting Scout, focused on searching for others that might be spying on them. Aymie had taken all the precautions, and still, something happened.

      The thought of someone hurting her made Entin want to do terrible things. He was a pilot, not a torturer. But as they walked, his mind came up with creative and twisted ways to make someone . . . uncomfortable, even with the diluted sense of pain.

      Triton and Bailey took turns luring Night Wolves to the pit traps. Marcel and Suma stayed back from the group to ensure no one followed them.

      Every few minutes, chimes resonated in their party chat to indicate no problems. But this wasn’t the main challenge. The main challenge was that if any of them died, they were hours away from returning to the group, so returning didn’t make sense.

      Entin stopped at the outer rim of the corruption. The glossy black oozed over the trees and plants. It crept in all directions, pulsing to show that it was, in some strange way, alive.

      In the distance and out of sight, the stone golem marched. Its footsteps shook the ground.

      “This be a very very sad forest,” Aitohtoh said softly, which was strange for the loud creature. “Fruit no taste good either.”

      “Don’t eat it!” Entin said in a loud whisper. “It might kill you or give you a debuff.”

      The creature nodded unhappily. “Yes yes, great leader be right. I now have Drain. Bad bad debuff reduces all stats by half.”

      Entin sighed and messaged everyone to gather. At least it was just the pet who had decided to be beyond dented. The thing had dull sprockets.

      “Ugh,” Triton said, throwing something into a bush. “Don’t eat the black berry things.”

      “Are you serious?” Entin asked.

      “Yeah-yeah, totally serious and stuff. They are nasty. And now my fingers are black.”

      Well, they were off to a great start. The only consoling thought was that if they failed tonight, they could try again tomorrow and the next day. Not that he wanted to march out to the middle of nowhere every night.

      “Dudes,” Marcel said quietly, walking up with Suma. “Don’t eat the black berries. They are—”

      “Disgusting?” Entin asked with a huff. He was ready to kick some sense into his great party of dungeon-solving geniuses. His fish seemed to agree and flopped on its sides mockingly.

      “Gross. They’re poison. You ate one?”

      He rolled his eyes. “No. Alright, Dungeon Mode.”

      “But this isn’t a dungeon-place,” Triton said.

      “Then Land Gate Mode. We have our plan. All we have to do is get the key and use it on the guardian.”

      “We obviously,” Aayra said, “don’t know what keyhole to use, so keep trying different keyholes until one works.”

      “Any questions?” Entin asked.

      Aitohtoh raised his hand and bounced on his toes. “Me me, I’ve got question. I have great Tiki poisoned darts. But . . . these things no be goody good against bones and stones. Do I need to be here?”

      “You want to be desummoned?” Aayra asked. “I thought you always wanted to be out.”

      “This is icky place. I no help, I don’t think. Great great Tiki warrior knows when to hide, yes yes? And-and-and you have dungeon in early morning. If I die, I no help there.”

      She considered this and shrugged. “Alright.”

      “Wait wait. Did anyone bring goody good snacks? My Satiated stat be halved. Send me to Pet Zone with fruit, yes? No one? No food? Not even a grape or a—” He burst into pixels, his voice immediately gone, leaving a silence that was filled with the sound of soft squelching.

      No one seemed eager to start. And Entin didn’t blame them. This wasn’t like a dungeon at all. Unless everything went perfectly, most would die in the next few minutes, starting with Bailey.

      He gave her the signal to go.
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        * * *

      

      Bailey cast a sidelong glance at Triton under the pale moonlight. As the Distractors, they had a coggin’ important job, and she was up first.

      He shot her a warm, encouragin’ smile, and the fear she felt intensified. It wasn’t the black slime or undead monsters that scared her. It was him and her and wonderin’ if it was all gonna fall apart now that she gave herself permission to like him.

      Before this mornin’, any thought of the guy summoned terrible shame mixed with a sense of yearnin’ she hadn’t felt before.

      She didn’t feel that with Entin. And Entin didn’t feel it for her. They were best friends. Somewhere along that journey, she conflated friendship with romance. It was obvious now that she had somethin’ to compare it to.

      But what if she screwed up again?

      A loud part of her chastised her for being so coggin’ dented. She moved from Entin to Triton in one tiny afternoon. When the blue-haired tease-of-her-affections returned from the dungeon, he knew. He swept her off her feet, and they kissed. It was as magical as the first time.

      But was this a rebound relationship?

      Was it doomed to failure?

      Stop thinkin’, she told herself. She had an important job, one that needed her full attention.

      Bailey gave Triton a thumbs-up, and he nodded, ready when she was. She drew in a few deep breaths and shook out her arms. Her fish did fish stretches in the air.

      Five seconds.

      She’d be alone—Naufling aside—for only five seconds before he followed.

      With a sharp nod, she engaged Sprint and raced forward. The black slime was cold against her bare feet. It pulsed, and that pulse seemed to signal bunches of dark forms wanderin’ aimlessly.

      Their skulls, with glowing red eyes, snapped in her direction, and they ran as fast as any Dungeon Runner. Or faster, even! She veered to the side in a large half circle, intent on escapin’ back to the normal forest.

      A black-heart skeleton tore its sharpened fingers across her arm, leavin’ tiny slits of pink damage marks to glow in the darkness. -173 in red floated skyward.

      She refrained from triggerin’ an ability. To be a Distractor required reservin’ skills for when they were needed the most.

      A second later, three more skeletons rushed from the sides, two on the right, one on the left. She triggered the second variant of Shadow Shift to move four feet instead of two and directed it backward.

      The ability stopped her forward momentum instantly. She turned and shoved off toward the left. Her foot slid out from under her, and she fell forward, hands against the pulsing slime.

      Cogs!

      Bones crashed against each other, and some of the black-heart skeletons tumbled in a desperate attempt to change directions.

      They, in a totally unfair way, had much better traction here than she did. Their boney toes acted like cleats. She needed somethin’ like that to outrun these coggin’ monsters!

      She triggered Double Dash and shifted through six more skeletons, then continued toward the edge of the corruption.

      “Hey, you dented things!” yelled Triton from behind. He was racin’ straight across the corruption, using her distraction to get further in before attracting enemies. But he was aggroin’ them way too soon!

      Half the skeletons redirected to him, givin’ her an open shot to the uncorrupted forest. It wasn’t like she could say anythin’. It was just like the candy dungeon.

      He was takin’ an extra risk to help her. He had always taken the extra risk for her. Maybe, instead of bein’ all scared of how things might end in their relationship, she’d just enjoy the ride and see where it went.

      With that, she smiled and triggered Wall Kick.
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        * * *

      

      Triton was the luckiest and most brilliant guy in all the world or Land or whatever this fantasy-place was called. It didn’t matter. What mattered was, the cutest and most stubborn of all the girls—AKA Bay—chose him!

      He was living on cloud eight or nine or whatever number was the good number. It was pure bliss. And yet, something was wrong.

      This always happened when he overcame a challenge. He won. And with it came change. A new challenge-thing started.

      But this time was different.

      He realized that simply winning the challenge today was not the same as winning the challenge tomorrow. This was a challenge that needed to be won every day.

      And that was both cogging great—for he loved challenges—and cogging terrifying. Now that he had won Bay’s love, he desperately didn’t want to lose it.

      Bah! Too much thinking was going to kill his mojo. He had a lot to learn about how to keep a relationship. For now, he vowed to never take Bay for granted.

      Five seconds after the very cute and fearless Bay ran into the corrupted heart of the forest, Triton triggered Sprint.

      A Flash message-thing popped up all helpful and stuff, reminding him of how utterly dented he was to eat one of those disgusting berries that his fishy-fish found. It was such a bad find—bad fishy!—that he replaced the fish with his zombie-thing.

      Yeah-yeah, he was dented at times. And now, after triggering Sprint, he had 32 Stamina. Pfft! He had done more with less.

      The corrupted black stuff was cogging gross. It felt like dipping his toes into cold snot, the gooey sort, not the crusties. Except, this snot also had something like a heartbeat.

      Gooey pulsing black snot. What wasn’t there to like? Oh, and it stunk of rotting vegetation. He was keenly aware of it. The smell was an instant reminder of when his parents died.

      All of his mother’s plants turned to goop in their pots. He watered them too much. He just didn’t want them to die. . . .

      Too much love was a problem. That was his new challenge with Bay. But how much was too much? He didn’t want her to get all gooey and green and ooze between his fingers when he hugged her.

      In any case, the black stuff was terrible. He wanted to burn it. Boom! That was a brilliant idea. He’d tell Entin in case they failed, but focusing on winning was better.

      Right now, his only official objective was to get to the other side of the corruption-stuff. His unofficial objective was to help Bay survive. She could use a few more wins in life, and he’d die for her any day of the week.

      Black skeleton-things with red eyes were attacking her, completely oblivious to him, the cogging idiot who started with half his Stamina. This wouldn’t do at all. He wanted to snap their bones.

      “Hey, you dented things!” he shouted, proposing to them a new challenge.

      A pulse shot through the black snot, and nearly every undead thing from all directions sprinted his way.

      He grinned.

      His challenge was accepted.

      He raced across the disgusting ground. Not more than a dozen seconds later, the zombie spirit-thing on his shoulder moaned a warning.

      From behind, a skeleton reached for him in a tackle, and he caught its wrist and threw it forward, making it dive instead.

      “Good call, Zom-zom!”

      Since Sprint would run for the full duration of his job, he had assigned Throw to replace Sprint when bolas were equipped.

      Bay thought he was the worst bola thrower this side of their digital heaven, but he didn’t want to hurt her. And he absolutely adored her giggle back before the haunted dungeon when she threw them at him in practice.

      Truth be told, he was cogging brilliant at the action stuff, which included bolas. And so, with eight of them equipped and 50 Resources to spend—dented disgusting berry!—he triggered the Throw skill over and over.

      The bolas spun through the air. Each one of them collided perfectly with the legs of an approach skeleton-thing. They crashed oh so gratifyingly against the stinking floor of this not-a-dungeon place.

      Zom-zom moaned lots of zombie-like words, trying to give warnings about all the undead things that surrounded them.

      Three skeletons rushed from the left, seven from the right, and only two from ahead. He could use an extra set of eyes to check behind him, but given the sound of boney feet squishing through all the rotting black, it was lots and lots.

      Before the first could touch him, he triggered Double Dash, using most of his Stamina, dropping it to 11, which, if he did the math stuff, was one lower than expected.

      Of course, every minute of running drained 2 points. This was what every market Runner dealt with. Well, he was no cogging market Runner anymore.

      A skeleton from ahead ran straight into him. He ducked his shoulder, slammed it into the monster’s dick bone—whatever it was called—and flipped the thing into the air.

      Ha! He was great at this stuff. He was like an action movie star. Ohhh how he missed movies and movie dates and popcorn. Maybe they could make their own movies?

      Boom! That was a brilliant idea!

      Anyway, if he had more Stamina, he’d be even better. But as it was, he was nearing 10 points. That wasn’t much at all.

      So he’d do something brilliant, something only he could do. He waited for the absolute last second before the skeletons would attack, then dropped. He hugged his knees and triggered Shadow Shift.

      The world blurred and snapped together with him two feet back. All of his forward movement stopped immediately, and the dented skeleton things tripped over his back.

      He sprung up, spun, and slammed the side of his foot against the skull of Mr. Bone Head. The thing flipped over itself and crashed to the ground.

      Others turned and rushed him.

      He kicked again and again, then slapped the dangerous skeleton claw things away, each move winning him an extra second of distraction, for that was his job as the soon-to-be Master Distractor.

      Eighteen seconds later, he finally lost his last point of health. The world turned gray. A familiar coldness swept through him. Then, in brilliant shards of glowing white, he ascended to the stars.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      Marcel was an idiot, dented through and through, every sprocket dull, buckets of rusty bits and all. This was not the time or place to confess his feelings for Aayra.

      But she had been just sooo cogging cute in the moonlight, waiting for their turn in Entin’s master plan to unlock the Land Gate.

      Maybe it was stress.

      Of course it was stress!

      This mission of theirs might save the missing people, the people that he and everyone else had assumed were gone forever. And of those people, his momma might still be alive.

      He didn’t want to hope and be crushed by her death again if they were wrong. He didn’t want to hope and fail. So he had focused on the only other thing his mind wanted: Aayra.

      Bailey had given Triton a thumbs-up, then ran out into the corrupted forest. Triton followed soon after. And Marcel let slip the very words he had thought since seeing Aayra in the Garentin colony ship’s library a lifetime ago.

      “I love you.”

      The words had sounded different when spoken out loud. But worse was the look she had given him. It wasn’t the look anyone wanted after saying the only words that really mattered in life.

      Her expression was sad and conflicted and angry and annoyed. And he knew why. Obviously, it wasn’t the right time. But it was more than that. Some flickering half-emotions that she let through said that no time was the right time.

      That was crushing.

      Then she jerked at the realization that they were late. He had ruined their carefully laid plans! And now, feeling like the most dented kid—kid!—in the universe, he raced across the black corruption toward the Land Gate nearly a minute later than planned.

      His Morsitor moaned about all the skeletons that were returning from where they had chased Bailey and Triton. The Distractors had provided a window of opportunity that Marcel utterly shattered.

      They didn’t have much time to get down to the golden key and back so that Entin and Suma could find the right keyhole for it.

      Cogs!

      Marcel triggered the first variant of Slide to glide down the slope to the platform. Aayra made it to the first hole, checked that it was empty, waited barely two seconds for him to catch up, and dropped.

      There was no time to think of all the other places he’d rather be, places that weren’t covered in undead slime, places that weren’t near the girl he had just professed his love to and gotten no reply other than uncontrolled emotions.

      He dropped after her. His toes struck the black film that covered the entrance to the space under the platform. It stretched around him, coating his legs, waist, chest, and—after taking a breath—head.

      Beneath the veil was like falling through thousands of thick sticky strings. They stretched and snapped, illuminated only slightly in a green light that didn’t seem to have a source.

      Past the last strand, he fell into a room and triggered the second variant of Roll to absorb the fall damage.

      This was precisely the plan. What wasn’t the plan was that by the time he got to his feet, a hand as wide as his torso was tall started to wrap around him.

      “Dash!” Aayra shouted.

      He triggered Shadow Shift instead because that was the plan. They couldn’t use their Dash here, or they’d be stuck below for twenty-odd seconds with the skeleton summoner.

      A second later, two feet to the right, Marcel reappeared. His zombie made a panicked moan, and he was still within the monster’s grasp.
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        * * *

      

      Cogs and sprockets!

      Aayra didn’t know how to react.

      Marci was the smartest, dented kid she had ever known. Why, in any world, would he confess his feelings on such an important mission like this?

      He was just too young!

      But he wouldn’t always be too young. In three years, at seventeen, he’d be an apprenticing adult, and—at least physically—she’d be the same.

      His confession just came out of nowhere. She felt terrible for him, but this wasn’t the time or place to discuss it, which, by the Maker, was really upsetting because she wanted to have this conversation where they could talk and understand each other and not ruin their budding friendship that she really did value.

      But now was—

      Cogs! They were late. They were really-really late. They should have left forty-seven seconds ago, which meant the skeletons would be on their way back.

      Aayra triggered her Sprint and raced out onto the cold gel of undulating black rot. She glanced back, glad to find Marci was following, and realized she didn’t reply. That was probably worse than anything she could have said.

      After this mission, they’d have a long talk. She didn’t want to hurt him, and yet, that was precisely what her reaction did.

      Cogs, Marci, why!

      She forced the thoughts away and triggered the first variant of Slide. Her momentum increased, gliding down the slope to the Land Gate.

      Nineteen black-heart skeletons were sprinting toward them. The closest was a hundred and sixty-two feet away, not accounting for the slope. There were more behind them, but they blended into the darkness, making it practically impossible to count. She hated not knowing the precise number, but it didn’t matter. A handful of the undead monsters would ruin their plan.

      At the bottom of the slope, she shoved herself up and ran to the first hole. It was empty, and she sighed thankfully. Entin said he chose a hole that had a skeleton coming out, which wasn’t ideal at all. But she was lucky.

      Marci was six seconds behind her. She waited until he was half that, then wrapped her chest with her arms and dropped into the dark hole.

      Her feet plunged into the cold black veil between the surface and the hidden room below. The substance clung to her legs, cold and wet, and slid up her body.

      She clenched her jaw shut, inhaled through her nose, and closed her eyes. Below the veil, it sounded like she was sliding into a mouth, secreted saliva clicking and popping as things stretched and broke around her.

      Nine and half seconds later, she escaped through the bottom and fell twenty-six feet to a writhing floor of black slime. She triggered the second variant of Roll to absorb the fall damage, then saw the giant skeleton summoner.

      It took up a fourth of the room, as tall as the ceiling, its eyes glowing green, its arms waving in front of it where much smaller bones were hovering in the air, rotating around a black beating heart.

      The skeleton stopped. Its new summon, incomplete, splashed against the ground. Then a giant hand reached down for her.

      A simple Shadow Shift wouldn’t be enough to avoid capture. So, she triggered Dash toward a golden key that floated six feet off the ground and was two feet long.

      Three seconds later, Marci landed where she had been. “Dash!” she told him, but he was truly dented and ignored her, choosing to Shadow Shift instead.

      It didn’t work!

      The skeleton summoner grabbed him. And when he tried to Dash to escape its grasp, he only phased out for a second and returned, still trapped.

      She ran up to the summoner, jumped, and triggered Wall Kick, slamming her foot against the long curving vertebrae that had formed within the wall. It was like kicking stone, throwing her back and dealing no damage.

      Marci kicked and struggled.

      There was nothing she could do for him, and Entin needed the key. She fired off a fast message to the party, then grabbed the key, which shrank to fit in her palm.

      It burned like holding liquid metal, throwing up a wild stream of -1s as orange damage numbers. They rose like smoke to gather at the ceiling.

      Marci’s semi-transparent green soul screamed a terrifying sound as it was torn from his body and placed into a newly formed skeleton that looked all too ready to attack.

      A flash of white shards shot through the ceiling, and she was officially alone to face the summoner and its new spawn, her health quickly draining from the key.

      Cogs and sprockets!

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Suma really truly didn’t like this. The Tiki dungeon was wonderful and fun. The Land Gate wasn’t. It was a rusting terrible and horrifying place that made her want to run back to her little shop, her happy place.

      But this was her choice.

      To be a Dungeon Runner.

      Her parents would not approve of her choosing this incredibly reckless and unstable work environment. That was true, so very true! However, more than that, they would expect her to give it her hundred and ten percent.

      The Jinja family did not underperform. She agreed to this job. She would do it, especially given that her actions might save the missing ten percent.

      That was worth being here.

      So, when Entin told her to make a run for the Land Gate to help Aayra and Marcel, she did not hesitate. She triggered Sprint and raced along the very disturbingly unclean ground toward an army of skeletons that were all racing to the same place.

      She was definitely going to die. But, as Triton’s shortcut had so helpfully demonstrated, death was nothing to be afraid of. Kind of. . . . The fear of how she would die was still there, but the end result was a release, a reset.

      She only had to be brave for a few seconds and hope the skeletons made quick work of her after she accomplished her task.

      But . . . but . . . the skeletons were going to make it to her before she made it to the Land Gate! She triggered Slide on the decline, using the gross slime to help propel her forward faster.

      If she didn’t think about the rot coating her skin and cloak, getting into all the little places she really didn’t want it getting into; if she didn’t think about her imminent death; if she didn’t think about the importance of this mission . . .

      Well, this might have been fun.

      That was a wild change! Doing something physically was fun? Her old friends would have teased her relentlessly.

      Thinking about them only brought pain.

      She pushed through the memories and focused. But it didn’t matter! She grimaced at the rapidly approaching skeletons not thirty feet away.

      “Hey, ya dented things!” yelled Bailey. She surfed down the slope, a grin on her face, then Double Dashed through the swarm of undead like a cogging heroine, so not afraid. By the Maker, she was amazing!

      Suma shoved herself upright, ran to the designated hole in the Land Gate, and dropped into it. The slime at the bottom oozed over her body, making her heart thump wildly. But if Bailey could dive straight into the skeletons with a cogging grin, Suma could handle this.

      Sticky strands clung to her skin like the cold medicinal burn gel she had once applied to a mechanic’s arm. This, however, smelled nothing like soothing mint, reminding her that, even if the System cleaned them regularly, she really truly wanted a bath after this.

      Her feet broke through something, then she dropped into a black pit of a room and hit the ground, taking 312 damage.

      A bolt of jarring discomfort shot up her legs, through her pelvic bone, and made every vertebra in her spine condense. The sensation vanished barely a second later.

      Cogging rust! She was supposed to use Roll to absorb the fall damage. Before she could chide herself further, however, Aayra shoved a golden key—a very hot golden key—into her hand.

      Tiny damage numbers spiraled up toward the hole Suma had just fallen through. She nearly dropped the burning piece of metal, fighting her instincts.

      Then her eyes caught sight of the summoner. It was a giant skeleton clothed like the reaper, its bones wrapped by a hundred black strips of long fabric. It reached across the room for them with a giant hand.

      “Dash toward the hole,” Aayra said.

      Suma wanted to ask about Marcel but did as she was told, triggering the second variant of Dash toward the ceiling.

      The world blurred and rushed upward, then snapped back to reality. As soon as they started falling, the sensation of dashing replayed, and she was back in the cold strands of slime, pressed against Aayra.

      A black-heart skeleton appeared below, snapping its jaw over and over. It bit Aayra’s shin. “Get to the top,” she said, then shoved Suma toward the surface while dropping back into the room with the skeleton.

      Right! Her hand was clenched and pressed against her chest, damage numbers spilling out and rushing up around her face. She had to get this to Entin, who would be waiting above where all the skeletons might attack him.

      There was no waiting! She pressed her back against the wall and did her best to push herself up and up and up. They should have made a rope!

      Her face broke through the surface of the black slime, and she stared up at what should have been a night sky full of shimmering stars but was, instead, a bunch of red-eyed skeletons waiting.
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        * * *

      

      Entin stood within a corrupted tree halfway between the Land Gate and the enormous stone guardian. Its blue symbols glowed against the darkness, lit otherwise by silver moonlight.

      The guardian stomped around, endlessly searching for lone skeletons to smash. The corruption peeled itself away wherever the lumbering pile of rocks moved.

      As was typical, everything was going not to plan. Bailey didn’t last as long as he expected. Triton, with half his Stamina, aggroed the skeletons too soon and couldn’t escape them.

      Aayra and Marcel left late for some dented reason. Every second was vital for this plan to work, and they were nearly a minute late. Then Marcel died to the summoner.

      Suma raced down to the Land Gate, but the skeletons were well on their way back. If it wasn’t for Bailey diving in again, Suma wouldn’t have even made it to the hole.

      Well, now it was his turn.

      He went to step off the branch but stopped. Something moved in a tree not far away. A gust of wind sifted through the dead branches, and everything groaned and creaked.

      Maybe it was just that.

      But his instincts said otherwise. Someone was out there, hiding in the shadows of a tree, watching them for reasons he didn’t know.

      Whoever they were, they must have done something to Eizel. He gritted his teeth, wanting to force them out of hiding, wanting to shine a light into the shadows and identify this hidden villain.

      But there was no time.

      If they were just watching, they could watch the Dungeon Runners unlock the Land Gate and save the people, should those people exist on the next Land.

      Cogs! Now Entin was running late.

      He dropped from the branch, Rolled, and engaged his Sprint. But, by all the stars, Bailey’s distraction didn’t last. The skeletons had returned to the hole en masse as if called there to prevent the key from escaping.

      If that was the case, he couldn’t just act as a Distractor and pull their attention away. He needed something . . . more, something . . . bigger.

      And so, Entin raced toward the guardian, yelling to get its attention. It didn’t take much. The enormous golem roared, sending the corruption slithering away.

      It walked forward, making the trees bounce, dragging its massive stone club behind it. The symbols on it seemed to glow brighter now that the thing had a living target to focus on.

      “Come on, you slow cog!” Entin shouted. He withdrew one of the stones he had picked up on their trek to the Land Gate and threw it. The stone made a weak tap sound against the juggernaut, dealing only 13 damage.

      It wasn’t the amount of damage that mattered, though. Doing any damage seemed to enrage the construct. A wave of color bled through the blue symbols, changing them to orange.

      “Entin!” Suma yelled from the hole. She had the key, or she wouldn’t have surfaced. Tiny -1s were streaming out of the hole, revealing burn damage. That was unexpected.

      He only needed a few more seconds.

      Entin sprinted away from the golem, leading it—and the earth-shattering cacophony of giant stone feet slamming the ground—toward the gathered swarm of skeletons. The closest ones to the hole were trying to climb down.

      She wouldn’t last much longer!

      He triggered Double Dash and shot through the many gathered skeletons, appearing surrounded. Their bones clattered. Their heads rotated to look at the intruder within their midst.

      “How’s everyone doing?” he asked.

      Their black hearts pulsed excitedly, conveying the sense that everyone was doing peachy. Then, right on time, a club of glowing-orange symbols obliterated everything.
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        * * *

      

      Suma screamed!

      The world sounded like it was tearing itself apart. Bones and rocks shattered. At least a dozen tiny chips of something slice against her face and hands.

      The skeleton, the one that had eagerly tried to join her in the dark hole, now didn’t have a body. She still held its right arm until realization forced her to drop it.

      A Flash message reported that her health was down to 186. Her brain demanded to know what had happened. But then, seeing her health drop 6 points every second to the continual burning sensation from the molten-hot key, she decided that questions were not inherently important at the moment.

      She could hear bones clattering outside the hole, which meant whatever time Entin had given her wouldn’t last forever.

      She climbed up to the ledge in time to witness a boney hand crawl toward a heap of bones, bones that were moving in an attempt to reconstruct themselves.

      That’s rusting great, she thought, then turned and looked up and up and up at the guardian that glared down at her, its symbols shifting between orange and blue.

      Suma willed herself to act. She was probably the only one left that could act. So, she triggered Dash and shot toward the golem, thinking very much how nice it would be to be sitting in her shop right now, organizing sundry items to sell or decorating or . . . anything that wasn’t being alone in the Wilds, chasing a rusting god of stone!

      The guardian took a long step away, and she ran to follow it, noting something strange from her hand. The burning had a pulse. When she looked, tiny golden pixels started breaking away from the key.

      This was timed?

      Cogs and rust!

      “W-w-wait!” she yelled and continued after the guardian. The problem with the key was that there was no telling which keyhole it belonged to.

      But there was no helping that. Her only option was to try one of them and hope for the best. She raced up to the hole in the guardian’s foot and shoved the key in.

      The guardian abruptly stopped moving mid-stride. A musical chime resonated throughout the stone, sounding bright and happy like the key had returned to where it belonged.

      The key . . . melted and filled the hole. A dotted ring appeared around it, then one of the dots burst into pixels and faded.

      “Another timed thing?” she asked the golem or anyone willing to answer. The only answer she got, however, was five more dots bursting apart and skeletons starting to move in her direction, pulling pieces of themselves together.

      What would Entin do? He should have been the one who survived. Puzzles were not her strong suit. But she liked gathering information, so that was what she’d do!

      She summoned her game screen and took a picture of the keyhole, half of the dots now missing. Then she took more pictures of the guardian from all sides, noticing five more keyholes.

      There were six in total. . . .

      The last dot burst, then the keyhole turned black. Golden pixels rushed toward the Land Gate’s hole, a Land Gate that happened to have six holes.

      They needed six keys.

      And with that realization, the black-heart skeletons swarmed, tearing her to pieces.

      

      
        
        THE END OF

        Part Three

      

      

    

  







            Pet Keeping Guide

          

        

      

    

    
      You are reading the Pet Keeping guide. In this guide, you will learn how to bond with pets, keep them happy, improve their level, and ensure you don’t make common pet mistakes.

      In Eternal Fantasy Online, all monsters—which include animals—may become pets. That does not mean that all monsters should become pets.

      The more dangerous the prospective pet is, the more it takes to bond with them and the more Familiar Energy is required to summon them.

      Unlike Nauflings and mounts, pets do not like to be desummoned. If a pet is left desummoned for long, the bond between master and pet may degrade and break. Should this happen, you will be attacked the next time they are summoned.

      
        
        ¤ Message Log

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Gabe

      

      
        I’m going to get the cogging biggest monster I can find and make it my pet.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        John

      

      
        I don’t think that’s smart. Unlike Nauflings and mounts, pets require feeding. A big pet would require a lot of food.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Gabe

      

      
        I’ve been saying this forever, food isn’t going to be a problem, man. We’re going to be living the dream with all-you-can-eat buffets at every meal.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        And we won’t have to worry about getting fat. It’s going to be cogging awesome! I can’t wait to die.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        John

      

      
        Right. . . .

      

      

      

      
        
          
        But you still have to worry about training your pet to not attack people or destroy their property. You also have to keep them summoned or risk losing your bond. I can’t imagine you keeping a large monster out all the time. Will it fit in your house?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Gabe

      

      
        My house is going to be massive

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Everyone will live in mansions with swimming pools.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        John

      

      
        Do you even know how to swim?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Gabe

      

      
        Man, I can learn.

      

      

      

      

      

      

  




BONDING

      A pet is a monster that bonds with you. All monsters have unique requirements for bonding, which this guide will not cover. We will, however, offer the common methods.

      There are five main methods for bonding: food, competition, honor, saving the monster, and raising the monster from birth.

      Food. If you provide the prospective pet its preferred food, there’s a chance it’ll bond with you. This may take several meals and an understanding of the monster’s preferred diet. The higher rarity the food is, the higher its chances of working.

      Note: If the monster’s preferred diet is a playable race, you may be required to trick others into the monster’s den. This is tricky and may present reputation problems. Further, once bonded, the monster will expect similar food going forward. Only pursue this type of pet if you have chosen to be a villain.

      Competition. Some monsters require that you prove that you are better at something the monster excels at. This may be combat, a race, magical power, or a display of logic, among others.

      Honor. Monsters that have a strong moral sense may only bond with players who have a high reputation for acts of good. Likewise, other monsters may only bond with those who are dishonorable.

      Saving the Monster. There are opportunities where a monster may need saving from other monsters or players. Preventing the death of a monster may bind you to it.

      Raising a Pet. The easiest way to create a bond with a monster is to either hatch it or steal it at a young age. This may take the longest, but it almost always works.

      

  




PET TRAINING

      Please be aware that all pets require some training. When they behave poorly, it’s important that you discipline the pet, or they will continue to act in such ways. The same goes for rewarding good behavior.

      The master of a pet is responsible for anything the pet does. So if the pet attacks the city guards or another player, the master will suffer reputation damage. Likewise, if the pet steals or break the laws of the local faction, you will be the one to pay the fine or serve time.

      

      
        
        ¤ Message Log

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        John

      

      
        Did you read this?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Gabe

      

      
        I totally understand the requirements of having a cogging awesome monster pet.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        John

      

      
        Okay, I was making sure. I just don’t understand why you would want to deal with all of this, given the possible consequences.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Gabe

      

      
        What pet do you want?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        John

      

      
        Something small would be ideal. The Kykin look like they’d make for a good pet. They can talk and purr when you pet them.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Gabe

      

      
        Bah, good luck with that

      

      

      

      
        
          
        In the hidden database, I read their bonding requirement. You have to break their mask without that being your intent. Then they need to be grateful. Talk about impossible requirements!

      

      

      

      

      

      

  




DESUMMONING & DEATH

      All pets can be desummoned at any time, but once desummoned, they require 10 minutes before they are available for resummoning.

      A desummoned pet is placed within the Pet Zone that holds all pets of similar origin. The pet’s stats—most notably, Stamina and Satiated—do not change while in the Pet Zone.

      Pets do not like to be desummoned. They view the Pet Zone to be fake, and living there for a prolonged time may create feelings of resentment, which degrades the bond between pet and master.

      If a pet dies, it is desummoned for 20 hours—a full day. Be careful with your pets. Multiple deaths may degrade your bond.

      

  




PET DIET

      All pets, even undead pets, have a diet. Skeletal pets may require something to die near them, so they can absorb life energy before it ascends to the Celestial Plane.

      If a pet goes hungry, you risk degrading your bond. It is better to desummon the pet than to let it go hungry.

      Before bonding with a pet, be aware of its diet requirements. Certain foods may be difficult to obtain or expensive. Be sure to understand the responsibility you are undertaking before pursuing your bond.

      

  




PET LEVELS

      Pets, like players, may gain levels, which are capped at 10. These levels affect the implicit and explicit skills of the pet.

      Most pets gain combat experience, which does not take from the player. If the player gains 100xp from killing a monster, the pet gains the same amount.

      Some pets, however, do not progress through combat. These are utility-based pets used for such things as cooking, farming, fishing, and gathering.

      The type of experience your pet receives will be indicated within its Information Box. All pets require a flat 10,000xp to progress to the next level.

      

  




PET SUMMONING LIMITS

      There are no hard limits on how many pets a player may have summoned at once. This is entirely based on how much Familiar Energy the player has and how much Familiar Energy the pets require.

      Strong or intelligent pets may require more Familiar Energy than lesser pets. This requirement does not change as the pet levels.

      Players may increase their Familiar Energy stat with attribute points or equipment that either boosts the player’s attributes, provides direct Familiar Energy, or reduces the Familiar Energy cost of all equipped pets or pet type.

      Note: If you rely on equipment to maintain enough Familiar Energy for your pets, be aware that losing your equipment may force you to keep some pets desummoned, jeopardizing your bond.

      

  




RELEASING A PET

      When a pet is no longer needed, it cannot be sold or traded. The bond between pet and master is unique and—for the most part—cannot be replicated.

      Pets that are released are returned to their point of origin. This can disrupt the balance of power in that area, promoting your pet as a boss for others to fight.

      

  




DISTANCE LIMIT

      By default, pets may exist up to 200 feet from you. If the pet moves beyond this limit, it will become desummoned, incurring the 10-minute cooldown before resummoning.

      Some pets, such as flying pets or pets trained for scouting, may exist further away from you. Gear may also affect this limit.

      

  




PETS VS MOUNTS

      Pets and mounts have many similarities and differences. This section of the guide hopes to clarify these items so you’re better informed.

      
        
        » Mounts are not pets, but pets can be mounts if they are large enough. Unlike a mount, however, this does not provide you with a saddle or harness.

      

      

      
        
        » Mounts have skills that can be triggered. Pets trigger their own skills when they wish.

      

      

      
        
        » Mounts do not count against your Familiar Energy, but you can only use one at a time. Pets do count against your familiar energy, and you can have multiple summoned at once.

      

      

      
        
        » Mounts do not require food.

      

      

      
        
        » Mounts may attack, but taking damage more than a fourth of their health will desummon them. This means mounts do not die. Pets can lose their full health.

      

      

      
        
        » Mounts cannot be used in dungeons unless tamed within the given dungeon. Pets can be used in dungeons but may count as a party member, increasing dungeon difficulty.

      

      

      
        
        » Mounts can be resummoned after one minute unless they are forced to be desummoned by losing more than a fourth of their life. If this happens, they receive the Summon Shock debuff, which takes ten minutes to clear.

      

      

      
        
        » Mounts are not intended to be summoned at all times and do not mind the Pet Zone.

      

      

      

      This concludes the Pet Keeping 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

      
        
        Familiars

        » Acquiring Your Mount

        » Nauflings

        » The Pet Zone

        » Uncommon Pets

      

      

      
        
        Food & Drink

        » Satiated System

        » Cooking

        » Gathering Ingredients

        » Trade & Barter

      

      

      
        
        Dungeons

        » Dungeon Instances

        » Party Size & Difficulty

        » Prime Treasures

        » Dynamic Events

      

      

      

      
        
        How helpful was this page?

        [Smile / Frown / Cry / Rage]

      

        

      
        NuReality appreciates your feedback.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Part Four

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The morning after Eizel showed

        Entin the Land Gate

      

      

      Eizel woke to the sound of giggling. She must have slept through her cursed alarm clock, utterly exhausted from a day and night full of activity.

      Her clients were many, their demands, picky. But for the price they paid for a dress, they deserved to be a little picky. Everyone wanted to look their best at the upcoming Aurora Conventus, which she was supposed to host.

      The clock to her demise was ticking loudly.

      After a dozen meetings, she worked in the Wilds to make traps and prepare for the night. The thought of Entin and how he nearly solved the puzzle in one try filled her with hope.

      And getting an adorable Naufling—one that she scrubbed ruthlessly, changed its gender to female, and designed a little dress for—made her smile.

      Tayla poked the zombie, producing a high-pitched moan. Its larger-than-life mouth tried to bite the little girl’s finger, but she quickly pulled her finger away and giggled again.

      “Are you teasing my zombie?” Eizel asked.

      Tayla grinned and shook her head. “Nooo,” she said. “We’re playing! Mie-mie, you want to play?”

      Eizel yanked the girl under the covers and tickled her, making zombie noises. The laughing must have summoned Joia because she climbed into their blanket hut from the bottom, all smiles, ready to join someone’s side. Her choice was felt more than anything when she bit Eizel’s leg.

      “Hey! No biting,” she said and pulled the little monster from her leg. “Only zombies get to bite.”

      “I want zombie. I be zombie,” Joia said.

      Tayla, seeing this was quickly turning into a three-against-one, slid out from the bed, grabbed Aayra’s pillow, and returned, weapon in hand.

      They fought and wrestled and slammed pillows against each other, jumping between the beds, the floor off-limits. Given how small the room was, this was not much of a hindrance.

      Eizel never had siblings before. Or sisters! It was delightfully fun to be silly and not need to wear her social mask, hiding everything that was her away lest it not abide by the many rules of proper etiquette. The life of wealth sorely missed the simple joys of having fun.

      Then Aayra’s pillow burst into feathers. They sprung out in every direction and fell slowly to coat the room as if snowflakes.

      “Was that my pillow?” Aayra asked at the doorway. Her lips turned down. “Cogs and sprockets, girls.”

      The feathers dissolved into pixels and faded. “Oopsie,” Tayla said, trying to not smile. She was the one who had been holding the pillow.

      “It’s my fault,” Eizel said. “I’ll replace it. Don’t take it out on them.”

      Aayra nodded. “That’s not necessary. I’ll just destroy Tayla’s pillow.”

      “Not my pillow!” Tayla said, then ran from the room with Joia chasing her.

      “Breakfast is ready,” Aayra said, a smile on her lips. “Don’t worry about the pillow. Really. I just don’t want them thinking it’s okay to destroy pillows every morning.”

      “That makes sense,” Eizel said and called the girls back. “Come help make the beds!”

      Of course, they didn’t return. Figures. She plopped her zombie Naufling onto her shoulder and started tidying up.

      Aayra helped. “Entin said you had business obligations to attend to yesterday. Is it your business or clients?”

      “Oh, umm, I design clothes. Like the swimsuits the other day. My clients are getting ready for the next conventus.”

      “I wish I had a skill like that. I’ve been saving money in the hopes of starting a business. My idea, however, isn’t that exciting, just helpful.”

      “Not all businesses need to be your passion project. In fact, most businesses aren’t. Do you think plumbers love pipes?”

      Aayra gave the question more thought than seemed necessary. “More than I do, probably.”

      Eizel laughed. “Probably. But all that’s required for a business is to create value where it’s needed. Then, when the time is right, you can hire others to maintain the business, so you can work on something else.”

      “Sounds reasonable,” Aayra said, making the last bed and leading the way downstairs. “Do you mind if I ask you questions when I’m ready? I like to do lots and lots of research and learn from those who have experience.”

      “Not at all. I’m an open book. Happy to help with any business questions you may have.” They took two seats at the mostly empty dining table. Only Ausemnie, Ziera, and Suma were there.

      Then Tayla appeared out of nowhere.

      “Oh sure, now you come,” Eizel said in a disapproving tone. “You didn’t help us clean up the beds, you know?”

      “Sorry, Mie-mie. . . . I protected my pillow. I can’t sleep without a pillow. But now it’s in a safe safe place. Joia! You can come down now!”

      An animal rushed between Eizel’s legs, and she jerked. It jumped into a seat on the opposite side and peeked over the table’s edge.

      “What is that?” she asked.

      “I am not a that,” it said, its voice holding an edge of annoyance. “I am great great Tiki man, from the Mighty Tree, Hana’iki. And I am here for great great breakfast. I get food, yes yes?”

      “That’s Aitohtoh,” Aayra said. “He’s my pet. Picked him up in the Troken Dungeon.”

      Ziera handed out plates of scrambled eggs and bacon. She paused at Aayra’s new pet. “What does it eat?”

      “I’m not an it,” he said, scowling. “I am a man, a fierce and strong strong strong warrior man. That be three strong. Very strong. And I would like . . . fruit. You have fruit, yes yes?”

      “He’s adorable,” Eizel said.

      He gasped. “I am not adorable or cute or pretty. No one has said I am pretty, but I include it because I am pretty. But don’t say it! I am manly man. Oh!” he shouted and accepted a plateful of fruit. “Grapes. I love grapes!”

      Eizel took a bite of crispy bacon and savored it. It wasn’t a wolf steak or berries, staples of her diet before becoming a Dungeon Runner. It was bacon.

      “Where is everyone?” she asked, noting how all the guys were gone. Suma glanced up, a thoughtful expression on her face, before writing something in her notepad.

      “Triton and the boys went to the dungeon,” Ausemnie said. “I think Marcel went with them to give out guides. Dantic is fishing. Caleb and Farhan are out doing Runs. And, I’m pretty sure, but they didn’t confirm, Entin and Bailey are on a date.”

      Tayla cupped her face and released a love sigh. “Bailey is so lucky. Enti is dreamy.”

      Eizel tried not to think about it. She hoped his date went well, but she also had this strange sense of disappointment in her chest, which didn’t make any sense whatsoever.

      Then there was the matter of Bailey. . . .

      They were the best of friends until—without explanation or even a goodbye—she disappeared and refused to reply to any of the messages Eizel sent. And she had sent a lot of messages.

      “I want to go, go to dun-gem,” Joia said. “Can we go?”

      “Dungeons are dangerous,” Ausemnie said.

      “But that one. This one. The dun-gem one has cute and adorb and pretty animals. I want pet like Ra-ra has pet.”

      “I am not not not cute!” Aitohtoh said, making Joia giggle.

      She gave the pet a hug. “So fuzzy and soft. I loves it.”

      The little guy purred. “Little devil human. . . .” he said. “Okay okay! You want to see my home? I show you great great Tiki city.”

      “You can do that?” Aayra asked.

      “Yes yes! It be my home dungeon. We pick up lots and lots of fruit, swing on vines, and watch dart contests! It be an adventure.”

      Ausemnie took a sip of what smelled like tea. “That could be fun,” she said. “Does anyone want to see the Tiki—”

      “Great great!” Aitohtoh shouted.

      “— the great great Tiki city? It could be our adventure for today.” Joia, Tayla, and Ziera all looked very excited about going on the type of adventure usually reserved for boys.

      “Suma?” Ausemnie asked. “It could be our all-girls dungeon Run.”

      Aitohtoh huffed. “I not be girl!”

      “I . . . would, really truly,” Suma said. “But I wanted to work on the guild’s shop. Aymie, if you don’t have anything else planned, I’d love to pick your brain. I just heard you say you knew a thing or two about businesses.”

      “Oh, sure,” Eizel said. She didn’t have any plans today, just plans for tonight, the night they were going to unlock the Land Gate.

      The Maker only knew she could use a distraction. By this time tomorrow, her parents could be home, and this whole nightmare would be over.

      They finished breakfast.

      Aayra, Ausemnie, and the girls deposited all of their items into their Stash and left for the dungeon, which sounded fun, but Eizel needed to pull her weight if she was going to eat the orphanage’s food and take up their space.

      “No one comes to our shop,” Suma said. “It’s not much of a shop, is it?”

      “Not in the traditional sense,” Eizel said, looking over the empty space. “Shops usually have products to display. I think we need to identify what we can sell, set the prices, and figure out a way to make this place look . . . more like a shop.”

      And that was exactly what they did, working on adding shelves and a blackboard, their most valuable items and services listed in chalk.

      Two hours later, the shop looked like an actual shop. It could probably use a table, which she mentioned to Suma, who had been making a lengthy to-do list.

      The problem, now, was getting customers. Eizel designed a flyer using the logo design she had made before. “We’re a bit away from the market,” she said, “so we’re going to have to bring the market to us.”

      “That’s brilliant, really truly!” Suma said. “I think I can get Caleb to post copies of these. By the Maker, you’re great at this stuff.”

      “It’s just experience,” Eizel said, feeling quite accomplished for the work they had done. The shop should grow nicely with the guild.

      A chime resonated in her head. Entin probably had some thoughts for tonight. She summoned her game screen and casually swiped to the messages.

      
        
        ¤ Message [Marley Threshna]

        » There are people here. They won’t leave until they talk to you or your parents.

      

      

      And just like that, all the good feelings vanished, leaving nothing but dread.
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      In a haze of fear and panic, Eizel told Suma something about needing to run an errand, stepped out of the guildhall, engaged her Sprint, and ran.

      Marley had started living at the manor. They swapped off whenever possible to ensure someone was always there in case people came by. All of this was done to continue to placate the constant summons from neighbors and officials.

      The message, however, felt terse. The social woman didn’t send any message without a bare minimum of three emojis. She once explained that text didn’t convey her body language, so smilies were invented for people like her.

      And yet, her message contained none.

      It was an alarming sign, a bright red flag that stated, Approach cautiously.

      Eizel made it to Marley’s Fabrics in a few minutes, then withdrew a set of professional clothes she had stashed there: a short black bolero suit jacket over a red blouse and high-low skirt.

      She needed something that conveyed confidence and power but also reminded whoever was at her door that she was a young woman in case she needed to fall back on feminine wiles.

      She considered her Naufling and decided to keep it out. It was becoming popular to have one—or in the case of Kiena Starworth, many—of the spirit creatures. It seemed to understand her decision and moaned appreciatively.

      With a few more taps on the screen, she equipped her glossy black high-heel shoes, then deposited everything else and reverted her disguise, irked that it would cost another 7 scyl to apply it again. Maintaining her cover had been a costly endeavor.

      Hopefully, she wouldn’t need it after tonight. That thought reminded her of how close she was to solving all of her troubles. And now this, whatever this was, stood in her path.

      But it wasn’t her first time dealing with insurmountable odds and the sensation of drowning. She had met with Ian Fional as her father, for crying out loud!

      Eizel left the shop and locked the door before quickly walking toward the long stretch of manors beyond the Upper West Bench, their white stone walls peeking over green topiaries.

      Her heart refused to beat at a regular rate. It thudded in her ears and made her breathe harder than she should while wearing the facade of the perfect young woman everyone expected her to be.

      People were out on afternoon strolls, socializing at every junction, waving hand fans, and tipping hats. Polite laughter and witty remarks skittered across the cobblestones, followed by glances her way and whispers as if they knew something important, something they didn’t want her to know they knew.

      She wanted to yell at them to stop holding their tongues. What did they know that she didn’t? And why didn’t she know what they knew?

      Being a Dungeon Runner had been too much of a distraction. It was the one extra ball in a juggler’s act that threw off her rhythm. Everything tumbled to the ground, the audience laughing, for they weren’t at the center of it.

      Eizel took a breath and slowed her pace. Her father had always said there was never anything worth rushing for. People forgave a late launch so long as the product was good.

      In this case, she was bending the idea, but it was the same. These people who waited for her would see her composed, not harried.

      She smiled a well-practiced smile at the Hafners, a family of four, out to find their daughter, Hazel, a gentleman worth marrying. She was one of the few young women who didn’t buy her dress despite appearing to love it.

      Money problems or something else?

      Eizel’s high heels clicked against the stones, giving her a rhythm to focus on. She quieted her mind, refusing to think about all the terrible things that might be awaiting her arrival.

      One reigning thought told her to run away. She could become Aymie Avys, a Dungeon Runner, someone with siblings that ate together and played together every morning.

      It sounded delightful. Cogs, it really did.

      Her zombie agreed, moaning happily from her shoulder as if reading her thoughts.

      But she couldn’t let everything her family had built get divested. Her parents would return soon! She just needed to postpone the encroaching consequences of countless lies.

      Seven minutes later, she turned onto Oqertons’ Drive and nearly stopped, relying on pure willpower to soldier through the seizing fear. She walked as if seeing a squad of guards standing at the ready in front of her manor was common.

      People working the new fields—which were nearly ready to harvest, their stalks tall and green, speckled with the colors of produce—had gathered far enough to the side to quell their curiosity while not drawing the attention of the authorities.

      Inspector Lewrick, a wiry man with pale skin and slicked-back gray hair, turned from Marley, who stood in the doorway. He smiled kindly, acting according to the rules of dealing with a Founding member of the patricians.

      “What is the meaning of this?” Eizel asked, her voice clear and confident. She slid into the character of . . . herself. Being Aymie felt more and more like the real her, a version of her that had the freedom to live as she chose.

      “Miss Oqerton,” the inspector said, then glanced at Marley and told her she may leave now.

      “I’d rather stay if I might,” Marley said. “You wouldn’t turn away a witness, would you?”

      “Very well. Miss Oqerton,” he started again, “I am here on behalf of a very serious accusation. It is my hope that, with your help, we can get to the bottom of the matter quickly.”

      Eizel’s heart skipped a beat, and she inhaled through her nose to fill the space in her chest that had started to crumble. She kept her social mask perfect and walked past the inspector’s white carriage. “Of course, Inspector Lewrick. What is the accusation?”

      “It has come to our attention that you may have voted in the last government session in place of your parents.”

      She allowed a slight crinkle between her eyes. “That is a serious accusation. But I can assure you that my parents are capable of voting on their own. I cast my unofficial ballot as we’re taught to show our history on public matters. I’m happy to reveal my records.”

      “That won’t be necessary.”

      She raised an eyebrow, and her zombie grunted.

      “Unfortunately, the accusation is more severe. Our source says the reason you voted is that your parents did not complete their transition to this world.”

      “That’s—”

      He held up a hand, and she stopped. “Please, Miss Oqerton, don’t make this more difficult than it needs to be. We have spoken to your estate’s accountants, lawyers, and previous staff. We’ve also spoken to your neighbors. No one has seen your parents in the span of a month.”

      “That’s not correct,” she said. “My father met with the High Councilmember of Agriculture four days ago.”

      Inspector Lewrick frowned. He summoned his golden game screen that was outlined in silver, tapped a few times, then dismissed it. The pixels shimmered in the air and vanished.

      “I see,” he said. “This is unusual, I grant you that. But it’s not difficult to solve. Where might I find your parents?”

      She didn’t hesitate, having practiced this line many times. “They are in the Wilds, studying this world for a new business.”

      “Excuse me for saying this, but I find it hard to believe that your parents left the city without being seen, and, as you say, they are . . . camping?

      “But it doesn’t matter what I believe. Unfortunately, we cannot take your word on this matter, not with the given evidence we’ve collected.

      “If your parents are, indeed, alive—and I surely hope they are—then they will have no trouble proving that by retrieving you from our custody.”

      “Custody?” she asked, a quaver in her voice she couldn’t stop. Her hands shook, and she felt the stares of the farmers and guards and neighbors, who had started to gather at the junction, intently watching the show.

      “Yes,” the inspector said, motioning to her. “Amari, please arrest Miss Oqerton.”

      Arrest. . . .

      Marley said something, but Eizel couldn’t make out the words. Her mind was a chaotic maelstrom of racing thoughts. If she was in custody, she wouldn’t be able to save her parents. And her parents wouldn’t be able to save her.

      One of the four guards, the supposed Amari—a large man with brown skin and a buzzed head—grabbed her wrist and twisted it behind her. Something cold and metallic pinched her skin.

      He took her other wrist, and she wrenched it free, surprising him and her. They stared at each other for an eternal three seconds, then he reached for her wrist again.

      She reacted. It was out of fear and instinct and anything else that fueled the convoluted mess of emotions that roiled through her.

      Eizel knocked Amari’s hand away, grabbed the front of his plate armor, stepped behind his legs, and slammed him into the cobblestones. People gasped. A white -113, outlined in black, slid up into the air, cracked, and crumbled.

      It was as if she was watching someone else break the law by assaulting a public officer. The man looked shocked at having been overpowered by a thin girl. But this world was unfair like that. They all had the same starting strength.

      “Miss Oqerton!” Inspector Lewrick yelled, astounded. The rest of his words were lost to the charging second guard.

      She triggered Shadow Shift, reappearing behind him, then a heavy hand from another guard pinched her collarbone. A -27 in red lifted from where he dug his fingers in.

      The world blurred from her Double Dash, and they reappeared twenty feet away. The movement disoriented the guard, and she broke his hold by using Roll.

      “Run, girl!” Marley yelled.

      The inspector admonished the woman, saying something about how none of this would help the young Oqerton and that everyone should be reasonable.

      Eizel triggered Sprint and ran three steps before summoning her game screen to unequip her shoes and clothes, which restricted her movement.

      The screen didn’t appear.

      It fizzled to a burst of red pixels.

      Cogs! Something was interfering with her System. That something, obviously, was the handcuffs that were biting into her right wrist.

      She tore a shoe off manually, then triggered the second variant of Wall Kick, jumping high and slamming her foot into the last guard.

      He was like a wall!

      She landed six feet away on her remaining high-heeled foot, twisted her ankle, and fell. Reactively, she triggered Handspring. But she had replaced the skill with Shadow Shift!

      She blurred two feet away, then her body slapped the cobblestones. Everything was on cooldown, leaving her with only her natural abilities.

      But her natural abilities weren’t enough against three guards that grabbed her arms and dragged her up, trying to stop her from kicking and screaming.

      She desperately wanted them to release her, to let her escape, to let her save her parents. She didn’t care how it looked to all those who watched!

      So, she fought and fought until the handcuffs were pressed firmly against her remaining free wrist. And now, not even her skills worked.

      She drew in breath after breath. Her clothes ripped. A pink damage mark glowed along her cheek where she hit it against the ground.

      Inspector Lewrick walked up slowly, wearing a curious expression. “Commendable effort,” he said. “But I imagine your act here doesn’t bode well for your innocence.”

      Then they dragged her to his carriage, leaving a flabbergasted Marley to watch in horror.
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      Eizel sat across from the inspector in his carriage, sandwiched between two not-so-happy guards—Amari and some other guy—her zombie riding her shoulder.

      The guards needn’t be there at all. She couldn’t activate any of her skills or trigger her emergency death. And with her hands bound behind her back, what did they expect her to do?

      Nothing.

      There was nothing to do but wait for her many transgressions to be weighed and measured. But the true punishment was failure. It was a crushing punishment that made it difficult to breathe.

      She might have broken the laws, but she didn’t do it out of malice or to hurt anyone. She had only ever wanted to preserve her family’s fortunes.

      Maybe she could plead her case and explain. People were reasonable, weren’t they? If they understood the why of the matter, how could any of them act differently were they in her shoes?

      It was one of the last things she had left.

      The tiniest sliver of hope.

      And if she could find a sympathetic ear, maybe they could unlock the Land Gate and return all the missing people. That had to be worth clearing her name and securing her family’s estate.

      The carriage jolted her out of those wishful thoughts, making real her situation. Her mouth was dry, her hands cramped behind her, and there was nothing to look at besides the golden glow of the inspector’s game screen.

      He swiped his fingers through it, and the colors broke off into pixels that faded. “Miss Oqerton,” he said, adjusting himself on the seat, “I’m pleased you’re feeling more composed. If you don’t mind a question, there is an unusual part of your story that I’m having trouble puzzling out.”

      She wanted to be snide, but to what end? He was only doing his job, and he had not mistreated her. “What do you want to know?”

      “Back at your manor, you claimed that your father had met with a High Councilmember. Agriculture, I believe you said. Yes?”

      She nodded.

      “You see, that’s what I find peculiar.”

      “How so?”

      “I happen to be quite talented in uncovering mistruths, Miss Oqerton. When people lie, they tend to choose things that are difficult to prove. It makes my job interesting. And yet, you chose something elementary.

      “This tells me that it is either not a lie or—and pardon my assumption—you lack a certain intelligence befitting your station.”

      On second thought, maybe she should be snide.

      He continued, “We have no record of your father meeting with any of the high councilmembers. Those are documented, you understand?”

      This took her by surprise. “But it’s not a lie.” Needless to say, her father didn’t meet with Ian Fional, but she did.

      She was already in so much trouble it probably didn’t matter if she admitted to another crime. But if the High Councilmember didn’t record the meeting—did they record personal meetings?—maybe it was a blessing in disguise.

      The inspector clasped his hands, the tips of his thumbs pressed together. “And that is why it is strange. We’ll reach out to the High Councilmember for a follow-up. Perhaps it is just a records error.”

      The carriage rolled to a stop.

      “Miss Oqerton,” Inspector Lewrick said, one hand on the door’s handle, “you have been an interesting case. Whatever your outcome, I do wish you the best. These guards will take you to a holding cell to await your parents’ arrival.”

      He left, and she exhaled a defeated breath. No, by all the stars in the sky, her parents weren’t coming to prove her innocence, not that she was innocent.

      There was a familiar voice outside. Marley? “. . . only seventeen. Don’t throw her into the brig.”

      “Miss Threshna,” the inspector said, “we’re not on the Garentin. There is no brig. What happens to the young Oqerton is beyond my control.”

      Eizel stepped down to a rung below the carriage’s door and accepted Amari’s help. The man held her arm tightly, almost as if to dare her to attempt something again. But all the fight had fizzled away like her game screen.

      She caught Marley’s eye.

      The woman looked distraught. She said, “I-I don’t know where her parents are. I don’t, and that is the truth. So let me be her legal guardian. And as her guardian, punish me instead.”

      Oh, Marley. . . .

      Eizel desperately didn’t want the woman to suffer for things she had no part in.

      The inspector shook his head. “At seventeen, she is a practicing adult. And the point of punishment is an opportunity for her to learn a lesson.

      “Your offer is admirable, Miss Threshna, but only a judge or high councilmember may decide Miss Oqerton’s case, provided her parents do not come forth.”

      The inspector took Marley by the shoulder and led her away, saying something soft and soothing, words that couldn’t be heard.

      Eizel was forced to walk forward by Amari, the other guards watching her keenly as if she were some dangerous viper. What a ridiculous notion.

      She hadn’t noticed before, but they were near the Hall of Governance, the circular government building. What if she could talk to Ian Fional? Their families were friends. Cogs, his son, Soren, was one of her few potential suitors.

      If there were ever a time to call in a favor, this was it. “Excuse me,” she said to Amari, who was crushing her arm enough to draw damage numbers.

      He glared at her. Apparently, body slamming was not how you made friends with large guards coping with the fact that all of their previously built muscle was normalized in this world.

      “I’d like to talk to the High Councilmember of Agriculture. Can we do that?”

      The man exhaled an annoyed breath and turned. “George,” he said, his voice a deep baritone, “inform the High Councilmember that Eizel Oqerton seeks an audience with him.”

      She wanted to go there now. But there were rules to follow. There were always rules.

      George stepped away, and Amari directed her along a path. To the side, a spiral staircase descended to a large door reinforced by metal bands. Guards, not the Lumarian sort, stood at the ready on either side, their expressions unreadable.

      Before she could ask, Amari said, “That’s the prison. A dark, dank hole in the ground where bad actors”—he glanced down at her—“get to think about the things they did.”

      Eizel swallowed hard and blinked back tears. They were going to throw her into a pit and forget about her. This fantasy world was filled with an eternity of wonder, and she’d spend it in a pit, slowly going mad.

      Beyond the prison was a fortified building, which had a stone shield over the entrance. They entered and crossed a lobby with a tree growing at the center, light spilling in from a glass ceiling.

      Heavily armored guards were everywhere, talking in the lobby, practicing in an adjourning room, and eating at a cafeteria. One by one, they glanced over, disapproval etched on their faces.

      It was as if they had practiced their Stare of Condemnation to make her feel tiny and worthless. And, by the Maker, it worked. She quickly looked away and studied the stone floor.

      Her guards directed her down a series of hallways that stopped before a door. The upper center of it featured a barred rectangle that looked into a small room.

      One of the guards hurried over, holding a set of keys. He unlocked the door, opened it, and Amari shoved her forward.

      She stumbled to a stop at the center, the walls not more than four steps apart. It felt like they were moving, shrinking, confining. . . .

      The door started to close, its hinges whining, the shaft of light on the wall shrinking.

      She spun around, hands still bound. “Can you take off my handcuffs?” she asked. With them on, she couldn’t contact anyone and let them know what had happened. What would Entin think tonight when she didn’t show up?

      The only reply she got was the sounds of her cell door slamming shut with finality, the click of the lock, and footsteps moving away.

      Eizel stood in the dim light coming from a single sconce, holding a yellow crystal. It glowed weakly as if on the verge of death.

      Her zombie patted her cheek.

      Being here felt . . . surreal, a nightmare come true. Her breaths started to shake. Her nose tingled. And the flood of suppressed emotions came alive like a wellspring.

      She was alone, zombie aside.

      There was no brave front to maintain, no need to pretend to be strong anymore. She slumped onto a stone bench that looked like a bed, pressed her cheek to the cold wall, and cried.
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      Hours passed. Eizel, having emptied her well-stocked supply of tears, felt wrung out, depleted.

      Her zombie made high-pitched zombie noises on the stone bed, shuffling between the wall and the ledge. It fell off the side in an apparent attempt to lighten her mood.

      It didn’t work. She merely exhaled and let her eyes fall shut. She had failed, and for that failure, her family would lose everything.

      The government had, in all likelihood, already retaken her family’s property. All of her father’s records, their pictures, and their memories would be deleted.

      Her neighbors now had real gossip to spread. Kiena would jump on the opportunity to talk about how she had always known there was something wrong with the Oqerton’s daughter.

      In nearly every sense of the word, Eizel had died. Her reputation was in ruins, her property taken, and none of her wealthy clients would hire someone of such ill repute, especially if they were in prison.

      She exhaled again.

      There was nothing else to do but dwell in these abysmal thoughts and sleep. She could sleep away a lifetime, but then her dreams would taunt her of a better life, one with family and friends that would vanish the moment she awoke, leaving her even more empty.

      The tiny tugging weight of her zombie climbed her red skirt. A minute later, there was a pinch of pain at the tip of her finger, her hands still bound behind her back.

      “Stop it,” she whispered. A -1 in red floated over her shoulder, then the zombie bit her again. “Stop,” she said more forcefully, her voice breaking.

      But the infernal thing did not stop. It bit her a third and fourth and fifth time, moaning angrily as if it had anything to be angry about.

      “Stop biting me!” she yelled and stood, then spun to stare daggers at the tiny spirit creature. Anger felt good, much better than wasting away at the bottom of her sorrows.

      And why shouldn’t she be angry?

      The cogging Redeemers destroyed the real world, forcing her here to fight—day and night—to simply keep what was hers. The system and government failed her, and now they were going to punish her.

      Her pulse quickened, and she really wanted to kick something, so she kicked the wall. The slight pain that shot up her leg faded instantly, but the fight lingered.

      A myriad of new thoughts raced through her mind. All this time, she had been clinging to her past, clinging to Eizel. But that girl died the day she stepped into the digital world and found herself alone in a strange manor.

      Eizel would have never ventured into the Wilds, fought monsters, or joined the Dungeon Runners. She would have never entered a dungeon and worked to exploit its treasures.

      No, Eizel Oqerton wouldn’t do those things.

      But Aymie Avys would.

      And Aymie wouldn’t sit here and mope. She’d fight, tooth and nail, for what she believed in. Her parents were alive. Their things didn’t matter, nor did it matter what high society thought.

      She would save her parents, even if it meant breaking every cogging law the dented government tried to enforce in this new and lawless world.

      Her zombie made a pleased moaning sound and raised its arms, wanting to be picked up, not that she could. She quickly sat and told it to climb on.

      This time, the stubborn dead thing obeyed.

      Hmm. Her zombie was, no doubt, an ally, one that helped her break through the strangling sense of failure. And such an ally needed a name.

      She considered the zombie on her shoulder. “I can’t officially change your name without access to my game screen, but between you and me, you’re Izzy, my old nickname.”

      That seemed fitting. Her zombie was like a manifestation of her old self, still there in a sense but not calling the shots.

      “We’re getting out of here,” she said.

      Izzy replied with a questioning moan, which clearly asked, “How?”

      The thing about this new world was that it didn’t exist with the same limitations people thought it did. Aymie simply had to think like Entin, think like a Dungeon Runner, think about how to exploit this dungeon of a room.

      “Can you shrink?” she asked her Naufling, thinking maybe it could become small enough to get inside the keyhole.

      Izzy moaned in the negative.

      Cogs. Well, that was only one idea. Then another spawned, and Aymie grinned. “How far away from me can you exist?”
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        * * *

      

      Grrar! happily moaned the Morsitor with the goodly good name: Izzy. She liked it, liked the sound of it. But much moar importantly, she liked the one who gave it to her, the one who scrubbed the stink from her undead body and made her a pretty dress.

      It was hard watching her Master make water fall from eyes, ugly sounds like fake zombie. And worse, when Master stopped making sounds at all! Bad zombie sound better than no sound.

      Smart Izzy fixed the problem with her bestly best feature: her mouth. It worked! Master became strong. Master wanted to fight again. And now, Izzy had a goodly good mission to get the keyz!

      What are keyz?

      Izzy would figure it out because Izzy was smart and smelled much moar like roses than undead. Smell good, do good, she always thought, this time being the first time, but she’d think it again in the future, so it counted.

      She squeezed beneath the big wooden thing that Master couldn’t get past and popped out the other side into a long room. It was bigly big. Izzy wished she was bigly big, but only so she could eat moar brains.

      Brains were yummy in Izzy’s tummy. She had never had brains before, but she knew. Izzy was smart like that.

      “Get the keys,” Master said from above, watching Izzy through a square in the wood thing with bars.

      Right! Keyz. Keyz were much moar important than brains. But . . . brains were still goodly good.

      Izzy raised her hands in front of herself like zombies do and moaned her scariest of moans before shuffling forward. Her bones creaked and popped in such a goodly good way. All would be scared of Izzy!

      She walked for many days and many nights, dragging one foot behind her. Then her greatly great journey brought her to a crossroads.

      Grrar! Let it be known that the goodly good Ziggy had reached the first challenge. She looked back at Master, and Master said, “Keep going.”

      For Master, Ziggy would walk to the ends of the Land and jump into the bigly big ocean where all monsters were made. She might stawp for brains, because brains were yummy in Ziggy’s tummy. She had never had brains before. . . .

      Ziggy thought that already.

      Grrar. . . . Ziggy got distracted easily. She could use some brains to get her brain to work moar better. Maybe she would get brains now?

      Yes! Find brains, think moar better, get the thing Master wanted. It was a goodly good plan. Master would be proud.

      And so, she set off toward bigly big people like Master. They wore shiny dresses far far away. But Ziggy’s dress was moar better, moar pretty.

      She shuffled and shuffled, dragging one foot behind. Ziggy was good pretender. Pretend to be weak, then pounce! That was the way to get yummy yum brains.

      She had never had brains before. . . .

      Ziggy frowned. She had thought that already. Stawp stawp thinking same thing. She punched her head, making the insides rattle. The world wobbled, but her brain got smart again.

      Ziggy was not her name! Why she forget her name? Master gave greatly great name: Izzy. Dumb dumb zombie brain no remember name. What else she forget?

      She needed the keyz. Yes!

      What are keyz?

      It didn’t matter. Izzy would get them.

      She shuffled and shuffled toward the bigly big people, shuffled for very long time. So long that her tummy asked for a snack.

      Brains sounded good. But Izzy was smartly smart now. She remembered her name and must get keyz first.

      She took another step and burst! Izzy turned to little colored squares. The bigly big room rushed past. Then she stood on Master’s shoulder.

      Grrar?
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      Aymie waited for her zombie to walk to the end of the hallway, visible through the barred hole in the door. Izzy made modest time, taking a few minutes, but stopped at random intervals and drooled before continuing.

      Honestly, it was difficult to understand what a tiny zombie thought about, provided it thought about anything at all.

      Did Izzy even understand her task?

      Perhaps she was pausing to catch her breath? Right. That was a ridiculous idea. Undead things didn’t breathe. Then again, they sure slobbered a lot, so who knew for sure.

      A handful of minutes after encouraging the spirit creature to continue around the corner, Izzy reappeared on Aymie’s shoulder.

      She frowned at it, and the zombie made a questioning moan. Apparently, Nauflings—at least zombie Nauflings—had a range limit.

      Cogs. . . .

      Well, it was but one trial and error in a series of many. They learned something, didn’t they? It was like what she told Entin last night. Greatness came from persistence, a stubbornness to keep going. And she was incredibly stubborn.

      In fact, while Izzy was on her quest to retrieve the keys, Aymie came up with a new idea, an idea that stepped outside the typical limitations of reality. It wasn’t exactly an exploit, just an understanding.

      Material things didn’t repair themselves.

      Bodies, on the other hand, did.

      “You might want to hold onto something,” she told Izzy, walking to the wall opposite the door. The zombie wrapped a lock of hair around her waist and tied it into a knot.

      Good enough.

      Aymie charged the door and slammed her shoulder against the heavy wood. It made a dull thunk, and the vibration thrummed through her body. Izzy flew up in an arch, making an excited moaning sound.

      A real person, limited by pain and incredibly slow healing, wouldn’t throw their body at the problem. But that wasn’t an issue in this world. The pain was only noticeable, not a deterrent. If she could handle getting killed by monsters, she could handle running into inanimate objects.

      And she got exactly what she wanted!

      A -22 in white, outlined in black, lifted from the door. The number cracked and crumbled, leaving behind a thin bar that indicated the door had 978/1,000 durability.

      She held her breath and waited a few minutes to see if anyone had heard her. When no one turned the corner to investigate, she grinned, and her zombie moaned happily.

      This actually might work, but she needed to be smart about it. There were too many guards to escape during the day. But what about at night?

      First, some experimentation. Entin would gather information, then make a plan. Her shoulder charge had done 22 damage. What would a kick do?

      Aymie backed up to the opposing wall, mentally slapped her cheeks, then ran, jumped, and kicked as if performing a Wall Kick. The sound of the impact was sharp and loud.

      She landed awkwardly and stumbled backward, yelped, and fell to her butt because her totally unhelpful arms were unavailable to work as counterweights.

      This nearly distracted her from seeing the damage. A -31 burst apart above the door.

      That was a decent amount more than using her shoulder, but it came at the cost of added difficulty and noise. If the guards figured out what she was doing, it would drastically decrease her odds of escaping.

      Patience, she told herself. It was better to play it safe, which meant it would take roughly fifty shoulder charges to defeat her steadfast opponent.

      After what felt like five minutes of no one checking up on her, the durability bar faded away. She rolled to her knees and stood.

      Two down, forty-eight to go.

      Aymie rammed the door, then waited the five or so minutes for the durability bar to fade before doing it again and again and again. Each impact knocked off 20 to 23 of its durability.

      She used the time it took for the durability bar to fade to measure time passing. It also limited how much noise she made and gave her time to plan the next steps of her grand escape.

      Her father had once said, Always know where you’re going. She visualized her path to freedom, watching herself step around the corner, then sprinting past the few remaining guards and losing them outside.

      After her eighteenth attack on the door, she paced with nervous energy, lost in thought. Would the guards follow her into the Wilds at night? She had over a dozen spike traps out there, not counting the traps Izaak left around, which actually might be useful for once.

      All she had to do was survive until morning, then find Entin at the Abruel Dungeon. It would reset early tomorrow. But without access to her game screen, she wouldn’t be able to use the waypoints.

      Ugh. Maybe she could sneak back into the city? Or maybe a random stranger would help her, provided the city didn’t post bounties.

      Would they go so far?

      She mentally created every scenario she could possibly imagine: escaping the guardhouse, hiding in the city or farms or the Wilds. Could she hide in a dungeon?

      No, that was a foolish thought. Everything in this world required access to her game screen. If she could remove her handcuffs, her options would expand exponentially.

      In fact . . . Duh! If she could remove her handcuffs, she could trigger her emergency death and return to the cemetery.

      Aymie leaned her upper back against the wall, then did her best to swing her wrists back. It proved terribly difficult to hit the stones with any amount of force. The metal made a clinking sound, and she craned her neck to see if there were any white damage numbers.

      “What are you doing!” Amari shouted.

      She jerked and sucked in a frightful gasp. She had been so stuck in her thoughts that she hadn’t heard anyone approach.

      The man scowled at her through the barred hole in the door, a door that happened to have a few noticeable cracks down the center. Thankfully, the durability bar was gone.

      Her Eizel persona tried to take over, fueled by fear and a desire to follow the rules. Her reputation was important. And she didn’t want to annoy or upset anyone. She would be a good and proper girl.

      Cogs! No she wouldn’t.

      She was Aymie: strong, independent, and determined. There was no way she’d let the guard intimidate her. As such, she glared at him and welcomed all the anger back.

      “What does it look like I’m doing?” she asked flippantly, intent on keeping the guard’s attention on her and not the door. “I’m exercising.”

      “By the Maker, why?”

      “You don’t maintain a figure like mine without some effort. I know guys can just eat whatever you want, but it’s not like that for us women.”

      “We’re not— This isn’t the real—” He pinched his brows together, his eyes darting around the room, looking for something.

      She tried not to grimace. “Did you need something?” she asked, maintaining a haughty tone. “We women-folk don’t like men gawking at us while we exercise.”

      Then he spotted it, the long vertical crack down the center of the door. Even without the durability bar, the state of disrepair was doubtlessly suspicious.

      Izzy let loose a worrisome moan.

      Eizel wanted to apologize and explain.

      But not Aymie. She grinned at the challenge, a challenge she’d overcome by sheer willpower. Her heart beat erratically, a tremor of fear refusing to get in line with the new act.

      Before he could accuse her of anything, she shoved herself off the wall and slammed her shoulder against the door. He flinched.

      “I’m breaking out,” she said, now in an attempt to keep his attention on the door and not what she was doing with her handcuffs. “Or you can save me the trouble and release me.”

      His face made it clear that he didn’t understand. To him, she broke the law and should be a good prisoner girl that moped around and cried. Well, she had done that already!

      She backed up to the opposing wall again, drew in a breath, and really pushed herself to throw everything she had at the door.

      This time, a -26 slid up in the air.

      “You’re not escaping,” Amari said in disbelief. “You still have to get through the guards. And any damage you do will just increase your sentence.”

      She ignored him and slammed into the door again. Then she had an idea, which connected with an earlier thought that the government’s laws didn’t apply to this new world, not all of it, anyway.

      “I wish to be banished,” she proclaimed.

      “What!” he yelled.

      “Ban-ished,” she said, slower this time. “I revoke this government and my place in the faction. I-I’ll . . . live in the Wilds! Yes, the Wilds. Release me.”

      “There are consequences to breaking the law.”

      “I don’t recognize your laws. Let me go.”

      “It doesn’t matter if you’re a member of the faction. You can’t break the laws and demand to not pay the price.”

      “Banishment is the price!” She felt her face get hot as Eizel broke through her emotions.

      What was she doing? The words seemed to form on their own, digging her hole deeper in the infinitesimally small chance that she’d discover a way to escape at the bottom.

      But did she really want to be banished? Did she hate the government or just the current series of unfair events leading to this predicament?

      Everyone she knew was here. Even if she rescued her parents, they would be here. This was, and had always been, her world. . . .

      Aymie wrestled control back.

      It was better to live in exile than in prison!

      “Stop,” Amari said in a quieter voice.

      She had just backed up for another charge and paused. It was how he said it that grabbed her attention.

      He shook his head and let out a huff. “I don’t know why, but your request was granted.”

      “I’m . . . banished?”

      “Not that request! Cogjam, you’re dented. Your request to speak to the High Councilmember of Agriculture. For some reason, he’s willing to see you now.”

      The guard unlocked the door and pushed it open. The hinges didn’t hold the weight well, and the wood scraped across the stone floor.

      “My advice,” he said, taking her arm, “try working something out before you throw everything away.”

      She had no witty comeback for that. It wasn’t bad advice. And now she felt a pang of guilt for damaging his door. Just a tiny one.
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      Aymie walked beside Amari, her vexed guard, trying her best to compose herself. She felt queasy, her chest a hive of bees, her heart pounding.

      Amari’s hand was a vise on her arm, wrinkling her now threadbare bolero suit jacket. That was one unforeseen caveat to her escape plans: her clothes didn’t heal like she did.

      Three others joined in escorting her. After navigating a few hallways, passing the cafeteria, the armory, and a training room with a dozen fully armored guards practicing Weapon skills, she stepped out beneath a reddening sky.

      There was something delightful to the scent of fresh air after being confined to a cell all day. It was probably close to dinner time, maybe six or seven hours since she was arrested.

      She yearned to be back at the orphanage with all the quirky kids, eating and laughing together. It had only been a few days, but she loved it there.

      “What time is it?” she asked Amari, really needing to send Entin a message.

      Amari ignored her.

      She might have thought up some Aymie-approved antics, but this was her one opportunity to plead her case to Ian Fional, who had the power to right wrongs.

      Before today, it hadn’t been worth the risk to reveal her findings while the enemy remained in the shadows. But between telling Ian—one of her father’s closest friends—and going to prison, it wasn’t a difficult decision.

      The Hall of Governance was just as majestic as the last time she was here. Only this time, she was barefoot and threadbare.

      People in modern clothing walked between the seven high councilmember offices and talked near the massive golden globe of Old Earth that rotated slowly at the center of the room, surrounded by a giant spiraling staircase.

      They glanced at her covertly, hiding their interest behind game screens and polite laughter. But she knew that all eyes were on her, all whispers about her . . . the fallen star.

      She wanted to melt into the shadows.

      Elizabeth Dunwork, Ian’s secretary, was standing at her desk. She wore a handsome suit, her voluminous blond ringlet hair contrasting her light brown skin.

      “Eizel,” she said in a motherly tone, “I just heard what happened. The High Councilmember and I will do everything in our power to help.”

      Being called Eizel after unceremoniously declaring her death immediately made Aymie want to take it all back. She liked her given name and felt wrong for trying to give it up in a fit of rage. What was she thinking?

      Elizabeth and Ian were good people, and maybe, after all this time suffering alone, Eizel only needed to talk to someone. Shame warmed her face, and she blinked back tears. Apparently, she hadn’t run out of the waterworks entirely.

      She nodded. “Thank you.”

      Ian opened his tall office doors, letting three Lumarian servants out. He smiled warmly. “Eizel! Hello and welcome. Happy to see you again. But, of course, it’d be better under different circumstances. Am I right? Please, please come into my office.”

      He led the way to his desk instead of the couches that were separated by a coffee table, making it clear that this wasn’t a social visit.

      Six guards—wearing blue-tinged plate armor, their visors down—stood by the panes of glass that made up the back wall. They hadn’t been there the last time she was here.

      Why were they needed?

      Izzy, still secured by a lock of hair around her waist, moaned suspiciously at the guards that remained perfectly still like statues. Each wore a dark blue cape and held an unrealistically large sword, the tip pressed against the marble floor.

      Ian sat on what looked like a throne and motioned Eizel to one of the chairs in front of his desk. Amari reluctantly released her arm, and she sat at the very edge of the cushion.

      “Can we,” she said, looking between the High Councilmember and Amari, “remove my handcuffs?”

      Ian frowned. “Sorry, it’s one of our new rules, given how skills work in this world. While you’re in our custody, you must keep them on. But your guards can wait outside.”

      “Sir?” Amari said. “We’re not supposed to let her out of our sight. She’s a feisty one. Attacked the guards and tried to break down her cell door.”

      Ian laughed. “She gets it from her father, I’m sure. But there’s nowhere for her to go, and I have my own guards. Sometimes we can bend the rules.”

      Eizel wondered why they couldn’t bend the rules and remove her handcuffs. They were awfully uncomfortable, and . . . not that she planned to attack anyone, but not having access to her skills felt like she was missing a limb.

      A chime resonated in her mind.

      Entin. . . .

      After everything she had told him last night, he would think their mutual villain had snatched her up and hidden her away. In fact, her not showing up tonight might convince him that the Land Gate was too dangerous to be a part of.

      He was responsible for others: little Tayla and Joia and Ohto. He shouldn’t take risks with what he and his guild had built.

      So . . . nothing she had done made any difference. All she did was thrash about and cause problems for others, breaking laws and justifying it for the greater good.

      She was a worthless dull sprocket. . . .

      “Hey,” Ian said in a soothing voice after the guards left, closing the door behind them, “none of that, now. It’s not as bad as you think.”

      Cogs. She had managed to start crying again. It was embarrassing! She wanted to wipe the tears away and hide her ugly emotions, but her hands were still bound, and that was truly aggravating and confining and—

      A tiny pinch of pain from her earlobe made her jerk, her thoughts immediately shoved to the side.

      “I think,” Ian said, nodding to her Naufling, “your zombie is trying to tell you something. It’s going to be okay. Take a breath. Relax.”

      Izzy moaned happily.

      Eizel drew in a deep breath and let it out, then sniffed. Keep it together. Her tears would dry on their own. And she was where she needed to be.

      Ian leaned back into his fancy chair. “All the many characters in this world are truly fascinating. What a time to be alive! But you’re not here for any of that. Why don’t you start from the beginning?”

      She glanced at the guards. If there was someone with the power to banish ten percent of the colony to another Land, they could have converted guards to their side to listen in on sensitive conversations.

      Ian seemed to understand her concern. “Don’t you worry about them. They aren’t real.”

      “They . . . aren’t?”

      “Not in the sense you’re thinking, no,” he said. “I created them using our marvelous Blueprint system. I wanted to craft farmers from monster cores. Turn a bad thing into a good thing.

      “But alas, as it turns out, monsters lack the pastoral touch. They are far more predisposed to violence. After discovering this, by the Maker, I had an epiphany.

      “Rather than forcing a change in their nature, why not harness it to our advantage? Let them safeguard our farms in the Wilds. The resultant boon would not only solve our food crisis but also create jobs and get people off the streets. It’s a great plan, wouldn’t you agree?”

      She nodded. That sounded like the government was actually trying.

      “I’m not quite ready to send my . . . minions”—he laughed, making air quotes with his fingers—“out there yet, which is why I’m so grateful for the farm you started on the Oqerton’s estate, encouraging others to do the same. Lead by example. You must have gotten that from your father.”

      “That is something he would say,” she said with a smile, feeling more at ease. “He’d also say, ‘Everyone can make a difference. They just don’t know how.’ ”

      “Yes! I’ve heard that one, too. He spoke those exact words to me when I won my election. He was a great guy.”

      Was. . . .

      Ian leaned forward. “Eizel, I want to help you. I can help you. But I need you to tell me everything. Leave nothing out.”

      And so she did, gladly, unburdening the weight of her secrets to someone who clearly understood, to a family friend, to a high councilmember entrusted by the colony to lead.

      She told him how she started in an empty house, her parents missing. She was afraid they’d lose their contracts, so she voted for them and wrote letters on their behalf to give her time to find them. She kept up appearances during the day and searched the Wilds at night.

      Ian remained quiet and neutral, giving her all the time she needed to provide the details. In a way, it was like talking to her father again: no judgment, infinite patience, even when she confessed to pretending to be her father.

      Then she mentioned discovering the Land Gate, the deleted documentation, and the glitching Lumarian who couldn’t talk about it.

      “I see,” Ian finally said when she had finished. He didn’t seem upset or surprised, which was a good sign in her book.

      All he had to do was snap his fingers, and guards would raid the Land Gate. The vile black skeletons would be bashed apart, the gate unlocked, and her parents would—

      “Eizel,” he said in that consolatory tone of his, “the ten percent are not out there. Those Lands are still being developed by the Keeper AI. It’s why the documentation was removed.”

      His words didn’t register at first. They got all mixed up in her head until their meaning became evident. “But th-that can’t be true,” she said. “My parents are—”

      “—gone,” he finished, and the word pierced her very soul. It was confirmation of something she had pushed away every second of living in this world.

      She shook her head and drew in a shaky breath, her eyes hot. They weren’t gone! They couldn’t be. The odds of both of them failing their transfer was a single percent.

      How could she be so unlucky?

      There had to be a reasonable explanation.

      “Tell me,” he said, breaking the silence that had enveloped their conversation, “did you go back to the Land Gate?”

      “Go back?” she asked, blinking away the tears, latching onto his question rather than dealing with the terribly hollow sense of loss.

      Her thoughts centered on Entin last night, talking beneath the log, lit only by a glowing mushroom. It was a good memory, one she hadn’t included in her rambling of events.

      “You said”—Ian slowly tapped his finger on the desk, not looking at her—“you activated the Land Gate and believed your parents were on the other side. Did you return to unlock it?”

      “I . . .” she started, not entirely sure why he cared. But she wouldn’t drag Entin and the others into this. “No,” she said, feeling the new weight of another lie, “there were monsters guarding it.”

      “And you didn’t tell anyone about it? Ask for help? Hire adventurers? Report the event?”

      “I didn’t tell anyone or hire anyone. I didn’t know who I could trust.”

      “This is important, Eizel,” he said, his voice sounding different. “Whoever you told won’t get in trouble. I promise. You can trust me.”

      Trust.

      She trusted Marley.

      She trusted Entin and the Dungeon Runners.

      But as much as she wanted to, some nagging part of her deep within refused to trust the government, which Ian was a part of. Besides, it shouldn’t matter that Entin knew about the Land Gate.

      “I trust you,” she said. Another lie. . . . “But I didn’t tell anyone other than you.”

      He exhaled through his nose and summoned a silver and gold game screen. After a few taps, it burst into pixels, leaving him with a knobby brown potato and a small dagger, the blade sheathed.

      “Do you know what this is?” he asked, pulling the blade free. The metal glowed the full spectrum of prismatic light.

      “I don’t,” she said, confused.

      “In the strictest sense, it doesn’t exist in this world. This is a dev tool, the only one of its kind, used for deleting objects. I have to say, it’s gratifying watching the very essence of something break apart and become nothing.”

      He slid the tip of the dagger into the potato. There was a sound of cracked glass, then row upon row of pixels separated, holding a ghost of the potato in the air.

      The pixels swirled toward the center, turned black, and drained onto his desk like a waterfall of ash. He poked the pile and shifted it to his inventory.

      “I suppose,” he said, “nothing isn’t quite right. I call it Phantom Essence. It’s a key ingredient to making one of my knights.”

      He pushed himself out of his chair and walked around the desk to stand in front of her. “Eizel, I know you returned to the gate. I know you took someone. What I don’t know is who.”

      “I didn’t—”

      “Stop lying to me!” he shouted and slammed his palm against the desk.

      She jerked, eyes wide. Everything changed so abruptly that her thoughts misfired, leaving her staring up at the man’s scowl as if it were a mask, a fake expression to cover his typical genteel nature.

      “You have done nothing but lie since you came to this world, and now you want me to clean up your mess while you lie to me?”

      He moved the dagger’s tip just to the side of her throat. An icy shiver shot down her spine and spread into her muscles. She straightened, and her breaths turned shallow, her lungs refusing to work correctly.

      “Tell me,” he said slowly, “who you told, or I will start with deleting your Naufling and continue from there until you have nothing left.”

      “Grarr?” Izzy asked, mesmerized by the colors, the tip of the blade pointing at her chest. If it wasn’t for the lock of hair around her waist, she’d probably run straight into it.

      A tear escaped down Eizel’s cheek. This was wrong, so terribly wrong. But in that wrongness, the pieces came together to reveal the player in the shadows, the villain.

      It was Ian Fional. . . .

      It was the High Councilmember of Agriculture.

      “Please don’t,” she whispered.

      “Tell. Me.”

      She pinched her eyes shut, accepting what would come next from the only words she was prepared to say. “I didn’t tell anyone.”

      The sound of cracking glass didn’t come.

      She opened her eyes.

      “By the Maker,” Ian said and sheathed his blade, “it seems you got your father’s stubbornness as well. Quin would be proud.

      “I’m not your enemy, Eizel. In fact, I’m sure we’ll be family if Soren gets what he wants, which he almost always does. He takes after me in that way.

      “But you’re meddling in my plans. You’re a distraction I can’t humor right now. Maybe a few months in prison will soften your resolve.”

      He called for the guards to take her away.

      Months?
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        The morning after attempting to

        unlock the Land Gate

      

      

      Entin leaned against the tree wall that surrounded the Abruel Dungeon’s entrance. The dewy scent of morning clung to the cool air. Insects were still chirping. And the always prevalent music was making its slow transition to something more adventurous.

      His thoughts were a jumble of emotions and obligations. The only thing he wanted to do right this cogging moment was search for Eizel.

      Someone that important didn’t just disappear! And this wasn’t like the bonus dungeon. She got a message, ran out in a hurry, and never came back.

      Someone took her.

      But he had a guild to run, a guild that depended on the income of new dungeons such as this one, which would reset and unseal any minute now.

      This was what a Dungeon Runner did. He couldn’t excuse himself without it looking suspicious. So he did the next best thing and messaged Ruben to have him . . . negotiate a deal with Eizel Oqerton for uniforms. The best guild working with the best designer.

      Ruben was a resourceful guy. He wouldn’t simply give up if he couldn’t locate her. It felt wrong to send him on a wild-goose chase, but it was the fastest way to find answers.

      “Get your taffy!” Triton called to the others who had skipped breakfast in favor of sleep.

      They had failed to unlock the Land Gate. And Eizel wouldn’t have made a difference, not if what Suma had said was true.

      They needed to retrieve six different golden keys and put them in locks within one minute of the first. Cogging impossible! They had barely secured one key, losing everyone in the process.

      “It comes with all the vitamins and stuff you need for a healthy body,” Triton continued. “I’ve got the flavors! Cheeseburgers, burritos, Captain Crunch, whatever that is. Oh! Bacon. That’s mine, sorry. No bacon.”

      “Ya got pancakes?” Bailey asked, wearing a yellow flower behind her ear that Triton had picked for her.

      “Will waffles do?”

      She grinned and nodded, then caught the taffy.

      “You have great great fruit?” Aitohtoh asked. “Yes yes! I accept this thing called fruit . . . punch. Kapow!”

      “I wanna try captain crunch,” Grenden said. “Like what the rust is that?” Then, naturally, Isan wanted it as well. The brothers were part of a new strategy of sending in Scouts before the main group.

      Ausemnie was also participating. She would be the first Scout and party of one. Her job was to identify the dungeon’s theme and give them a heads-up in case the portal opened in a strange location, like thirty feet underwater.

      She left Ziera in charge of the orphanage for the morning and looked excited to do something other than playing mommy for a bunch of kids that weren’t hers at the young age of twenty-four.

      Suma had taken Ausemnie aside and was going over the basics. She mentioned something about not having time for Triton’s shortcut, said with air quotes and an eye-roll.

      Aayra suggested that since most people who buy a guide have three or fewer members, they should only test dungeons with a max party of three. As such, they formed two parties, each with a Scout, a Distractor, and a Grabber.

      Aayra and Bailey were on Entin’s team; Marcel and Triton were on Suma’s team, with her as the Grabber. Whichever team earned the most points—determined by loot value, map exploration, mob information, and treasure locations—would win their spot on Suma’s new Wall of Fame until dungeon reset.

      The different party sizes—one, two, and three members—would help determine how the dungeon changed to adjust difficulty.

      “Yo buddy bud,” Triton said to Marcel, who had been hanging back from the group, which was odd. He and Aayra were practically inseparable, always working on something. Now, they pretended the other didn’t exist. “You want turkey and gravy or watermelon? Or do you want to be awesome and mix the two?”

      Marcel shrugged.

      Triton sat next to the guy, inched closer to his face, then whispered, “Beee awesome. Release your inhibition-stuffs. Claim the turkey-melon!”

      “Dude, I’m good. I’m not hungry.”

      Triton put a hand on Marcel’s shoulder and said something in his ear.

      “Really?” Marcel asked.

      Triton nodded, beaming.

      “Fine, I want both.”

      “That’s my man! And you’ve got to eat it all the way. No spitting it out and stuff. That would make you the opposite of awesome: dented. Or something like that.”

      Aayra looked . . . different. Sick? Depressed? Was it that time of the month? Did that time of the month happen in this world? Hmm, probably not.

      She walked up, crossed her arms, and let out a breath. It seemed as if she was going to great pains to not look at Marcel.

      “What happened?” Entin asked, happy to engage in anything to distract him from his thoughts.

      “Obviously, nothing.”

      “Right. You’re definitely the same Aayra you were yesterday. Not a thing has changed.”

      “Fine, it’s something. But I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Alright.”

      “It’s just— Never mind. I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “You keep saying that.”

      “I mean it this time.”

      “Alright.”

      “Stop saying it like that.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like you don’t have any secrets. Obvious secrets. Maybe concerning Aymie?”

      Entin tensed, then did his best to act casual and confident. If only they had unlocked the Land Gate, maybe the so-called villain wouldn’t have a reason to keep her.

      But they needed more Dungeon Runners or adventurers before they attempted the Land Gate again. All of that would cost money. So, once again, he was back to the necessity of being here.

      “What happened?” Aayra asked.

      “Obviously, nothing.”

      “Right,” she said. “You’ve looked constipated since last night. There’s something going on between you two, and it’s not the Aurora Conventus.”

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” he said, and she rolled her eyes.

      “Well well well!” Frenk said, marching up through the path that led into the Abruel Dungeon. His doppelgängers, Seb and Theo, followed. “If it ain’t the other guide-writing guild.”

      “What’cha talkin’ about ‘other’?” Bailey asked.

      “Hey, little lady, wasn’t talking to you. You remember when I said you guys would pay for being dishonest?”

      “Dishonest?” Bailey asked, standing. “Ya got nothing on bein’ honest, pickin’ on people just tryin’ to make a livin’. And ya lost that challenge even after ya cheated.”

      “Keep on yapping, little lady. Don’t much matter to me. We’re here to scout this dungeon for the Exploration Guild.”

      “Did yer daddy start ya a guild?”

      “Not my guild. It’s like the Dungeon Guild, a government-backed guild to help people learn about this world, which includes dungeons. We’re making a difference. Anyone who gathers information for them is paid.

      “But I’m doing it because I want to see your dented guild burn. Redeemers’ folly, you don’t stand a chance against the government and their endless resources.”

      More competition?

      Just what they all needed. . . .

      Bailey didn’t have a retort. She shared a glance with Entin, and he, the one who had started this fight, decided he probably should say something.

      “Good luck,” he said, and Bailey just about exploded, which made Triton laugh and jab her in the side, then surprise kiss her.

      Grenden cheered. Isan gawked. Marcel glanced at Aayra, Aayra glanced away, and Aitohtoh said, “This does not taste like fruit,” scraping his tongue with his teeth while holding the uneaten portion of his Fruit Punch taffy away.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” Frenk asked. “I don’t need your stinking luck. I’m here to put you out of business, and all you’ve got to say is ‘Good luck’?”

      Entin shrugged. “You definitely have a screw loose. You’ve got rust in your cogs, and I don’t know how to fix that. But even if our downfall is your motivation, you’re working to help people, and I can respect that.”

      “Respect?” Frenk shouted.

      “Sure. But another guide on the market isn’t going to ruin us. We made dungeon Running a thing. We made guides a thing. We succeed because we’re leaders.”

      “Boom!” Triton added, his arm around Bailey’s shoulder. “We’re brilliant leaders.”

      “Yeah?” Frenk asked. “There’s no more new things to lead. In a month, you’ll just be another guild that does X.”

      Entin laughed. “No more new things?” The guy was clueless. There were countless Lands and dungeons and waypoints. The game wasn’t called Eternal Fantasy Online because it had such limitations.

      “Excuse me, sorry. On your left,” said a guy behind people who were in line for the dungeon. “Dungeon Guild business. Yes, really. I swear I’m not cutting in line. Honest, truly honest.”

      He pushed through Frenk’s party and heaved a sigh, grabbing his knees. “Oh, thank the Maker, I made it in time!”

      Suma bit her lip and smiled shyly. “Are you . . . really truly in the Dungeon Guild?”

      The guy had olive-colored skin and short black hair parted neatly at the side. He replied without looking up. “Barely. First day, and I was nearly—”

      He stopped talking when he looked up at Suma.

      “Hi,” she said.

      “Umm, hi! I-I-I’m Duri. What was I saying?”

      She shrugged and twirled her long black hair around a finger.

      Frenk exhaled loudly. “I’m going to vomit. Anyone want to vomit with me? We can have a vomit party after watching these lovebirds.”

      “Ya can go take a hike,” Bailey said. “And ‘good luck’ outdoin’ the pros. Do ya even know how to use your skills?”

      “Listen here, little lady, we’re—”

      Theo pointed to the dungeon. The outline of the crystals slid out from the flat misty stone and materialized.

      “Oh yeah!” Duri said. “I was nearly late for the dungeon reset. Phew!” He summoned an Information Box and scrunched his brows together. This prompted everyone else to check the dungeon as well.

      
        
        ¤ Abruel Dungeon [Exquisite · Rank 2]

        » Dungeon Reset: 5d 3h 59m

        » Prime Treasures: 999/999

        » Leaderboard: Unclaimed

        » Modifiers: Corrupted

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Corrupted

        » Dungeons have a 1% chance of becoming corrupted. The corrupted event will last until the following dungeon reset or until all prime treasures have been claimed.

        » This dungeon contains numerous unlisted modifiers that will drastically increase the challenge. The rewards, as such, have been adjusted.

        » The dungeon theme is not limited to one. Theme consistency is not guaranteed. Enter at your own risk, and leave your expectations at the portal.

      

      

      “Well, Frenk,” Entin said, “since you’re so eager to show us up, we’ll let you go first.”

      “No way,” the guy said. “Throw some of these losers in there first. I’m not your guinea pig.”

      Duri took his place next to the dungeon crystals. The largest crystal at the center cracked. Black and red pixels streamed out of it. “If you’re not going to go, you need to go to the back of the line.”

      “What!” Frenk yelled. “But they gave up their cogging position for us to go. Why aren’t you sending them to the back?”

      Duri shrugged. “They’re the Dungeon Runners.”

      “So they get special treatment?”

      “They . . .” he said slowly as if thinking of a good excuse, then karate chopped his hand. “They gave up their position before I set the rule. Yeah! So, no special treatment at all. It wouldn’t be fair to enforce rules on people before they were set, would it? You either enter the dungeon or head to the back.”

      “That’s a bunch of rust! You’re playing favorites. First day, yeah? I’m going to get you fired.” Frenk grinned deviously. “See how you like messing with the Dragon Clan.”

      Triton snickered. “You come up with that all on your own? Very intimidating name-thing.”

      “Stuff it, Blue Hair. You guys are all dented! Whatever, we’ll go to the back because that’s the smart thing to do. Enjoy diving in blind.”

      Frenk stormed away with Seb and Theo jogging to keep up. The other groups didn’t seem particularly excited to be first, either.

      This gave Entin a new idea. He whispered to Aayra to see if it was possible. She nodded and added a few quick thoughts of her own.

      “The Dungeon Runners,” he announced loud enough for the people at the back to hear, “are prepared to dive into this new dungeon and provide everyone with the necessary information to make your run successful.

      “Normally, our guides are released by the end of the day. But for those who preorder a guide for one scyl, you’ll get the most important details as soon as we finish our Runs.

      “Since you likely didn’t come to the dungeon carrying your money, we have a Pay Later contract that, if not paid within the next ten days, will result in faction reputation damage.”

      Aayra had her screen open. She tapped a few times, then summoned a white page with golden ink. “The contract has two terms, that you make a payment and that we, obviously, provide a guide.

      “You’ll get our raw data as soon as it’s available and the finished guide later. This dungeon doesn’t have a Limited One modifier, but it might still be active, given that it’s corrupted. We’ll answer that question for free.”

      She glanced at Ausemnie, who looked less excited to be the sacrificial lamb.

      “Is it safe?” Ausemnie asked.

      “Nothing’s changed,” Suma said. “Really truly. You’re just going to see what we’re up against. Return here when you die.”

      Ausemnie nodded, then opened a blue and purple Information Box on the dungeon. A smaller second screen popped up, and she tapped it. The screens burst into pixels, and the portal opened.

      Instead of clashing blue waves, the portal’s doorway glowed red with spiraling lines of a black starry sky. Red lightning sparked and jumped between the black crystals.

      Everyone else took a step back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Ausemnie, having experienced the absolute joy of the Tiki jungle—its wondrous trees, adorably cute monsters, and dart contests—had jumped at the opportunity to help test a new dungeon.

      She was thrilled!

      It would be an adventure, an adventure that didn’t include crying kids or kids refusing to eat their vegetables or kids who thought it was somehow a good idea to sleep with their oversized fish that Dantic had so freely given them. . . .

      Yes, that was still irritating.

      It wouldn’t be so bad if she didn’t share a room with the little girls. But try as she might, Joia refused to part with the scaly thing unless someone gave it the proper amount of snuggles in their bed. It was a tall order.

      Deep down, Ausemnie couldn’t shake the distressing and reoccurring thought that she was a terrible parent. A part of that was because she wanted to be here and not at the orphanage.

      Or she did. . . .

      She now stood in front of a corrupted dungeon portal that looked nothing like the other dungeon. The reds seemed to scream in agony. The blacks looked like stars in space, as if she were about to step through a ship’s hatch without a suit or oxygen.

      She glanced at everyone. They gave her that fake sort of encouraging look she had mastered when dealing with kids and their not-so-amazing drawings. No one looked eager to be first.

      Her chest thrummed, excited and scared. The thought she clung to as she walked forward was how this would help the guild, which had saved the orphanage. She was eternally grateful for them.

      She was also a little curious.

      Ausemnie balled her fists and stepped through the portal. The reds made her think it would burn, but it felt no different than the Tiki portal. A cold wet pressed through her, then she was in another world.

      The sun shone in a cloudless sky, reflecting brightly on snow and large jagged spikes of blue ice. Snow! She had only seen pictures and videos of the stuff, never once in her life expecting to actually stand on it.

      It crunched under her bare feet, feeling cold but not uncomfortable. That wasn’t realistic, of course. Snow was made from thousands of flakes of ice, no two alike. It should be terribly cold, but she wouldn’t complain.

      She scooped up some of the white fluff and compacted it into a snowball, smiling all the while. It was like holding water, light but hard, leaving her fingers wet.

      A snowball shot past her, and she yelped, immediately reminded that this was a dungeon, a dungeon with monsters. And she wasn’t here to make snowmen.

      A quick glance at her surroundings revealed no enemies. But there was an oddity that didn’t align with her studies of Old Earth.

      Thirty feet from the portal lines was a T-shaped cactus covered in two inches of snow. It stood several feet taller than her, little needles sticking out of its bluish-green skin.

      “Hello there,” she said, “you don’t seem to be in the right place.”

      The cactus looked down at her and frowned.
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        * * *

      

      Grenden was so cogging excited to actually be doing something important. Everyone else helped in some way. But he and his brother were treated like kids, like Ohto, the crybaby.

      That wasn’t fair. Grenden cried a bunch when he was six. But he wasn’t six anymore!

      Triton didn’t treat them like kids. He taught them how to use their Utility skills and didn’t hesitate to show them the Tiki dungeon. He even kicked them off the branch and laughed.

      That punk.

      That awesome-awesome punk!

      Well, now, Grenden would prove his value.

      Ausemnie only lasted three minutes before reappearing in front of the dungeon crystals. She didn’t know what had happened because she didn’t die. She ran and hid from cactus monsters, then the dungeon just ended.

      When she tried to re-enter, her attempt was blocked. Aayra said the dungeon still had a Limited 1 modifier, even if it wasn’t listed. This all meant that map data was super important. Of course, any data would be important.

      He’d get lots and lots of it!

      On the other side of the cogging cool red and black portal, Grenden punched Isan, and Isan stuck out his tongue. That was all they needed to understand that this was a contest. Bro against bro.

      Before the tall cactus thing at the start of the dungeon could attack them—like it did Ausemnie, making Grenden really-really want to slice it up into tiny pieces and smash it into pixel-dust—he triggered his Sprint and ran.

      A snowball whizzed past his head. If he wasn’t competing for map data, he’d turn around and give that cactus a piece of his mind. And maybe play in the snow because, duh, it was snow!

      But this was a contest, and as the older brother, there was a lot of pressure to always win. The few times he lost, Isan got a dented big head and wouldn’t drop the matter.

      Sometimes, Grenden wanted to be the younger brother. That sounded like a lot more fun. But there was no point dwelling on it. He was older, and he was responsible for looking after his brother.

      That was the promise he had made to his parents before they all went into the scary white room, met the doctor who said it wouldn’t hurt a bit—cogging liar—and experienced the sort of pain he never ever wanted to experience again.

      Dented memories.

      The dungeon was open beneath a blue sky, snow everywhere, music tinkling. The land formed a massive bowl surrounded by tall walls of jagged blue ice. There were whales and giant sharks frozen in the walls. Sooo cool!

      His plan was simple. He’d run straight through the cactus things and search for an exit on the other side. That was what Isan would probably do, too.

      Grenden summoned his orange game screen and took a picture of all the cactus things in the snow. There were maybe twenty of the big ones and more small ones.

      His avatar was jumping up and down, pointing at a pink debuff at the top of his screen. A timer? It had just dropped to one minute and forty-seven seconds.

      A snowball smashed him in the face, leaving behind a sticky pink starfish! It covered his right eye, obscuring the small cactus he tripped over.

      Cogs!

      He nearly bellyflopped on the snow-covered ground but remembered Triton’s training and triggered Roll. He was back up and running in a second, grinning for handling that like a pro, like an adult!

      A second snowball hit his arm, leaving a blue starfish there. It had a tiny angry face on its back, and a little -3 in red jumped into the air from where it clung.

      The fish-things were eating him!

      He tore the one hugging his face off, taking 117 damage, then triggered Slide to drop below another snowball. The dented cactus things were chasing him, all looking very unhappy with life.

      He was forgetting something . . .

      Cogs and dogs, the timer!

      It was down to one minute and eighteen seconds. He tapped the icon and did his best to read the message while dodging another dented snowball.

      
        
        ¤ Time Limited

        » This dungeon has the Time Limited modifier set to 3 minutes. To increase your time, find time crystals hidden in the dungeon. These may also drop as loot from enemies or chests.

      

      

      That was what happened to Ausemnie! Her time ran out. She had looked so disappointed it hurt him to see her like that.

      One of these days, he’d do something to make her happy because she deserved to be happy. Maybe, he’d buy her something from his dungeon earnings and leave it in her room.

      To do that, he’d need more data, which meant, he needed more time. Isan probably didn’t even know they had barely a minute. And sending him a message would be a waste of time. Little Bro would likely ignore any messages until they were out of the dungeon.

      More snowballs were whipping through the air now, most missing and rolling in the snow, creating little trails. Some turned into tiny white crabs that tried to chase him, pulsing blue, faster and faster until they exploded into icicles that flew in all directions.

      A few of the snowballs, however, slapped against his back. One left a starfish on his butt!

      So not cool!

      He tore the starfish from his butt, taking 112 damage, and realized that these were dungeon mobs just like the cactuses. And if the starfish were monsters, they might have loot.

      He sprinted toward a low ice wall that cut across the snow. A new purple starfish wrapped around his wrist. And a green starfish somehow hit the sole of his foot! He nearly rolled his ankle.

      Grenden triggered Double Dash, and everything blurred. He felt a strong forward motion, then the world solidified. He dove over the wall, then slammed the starfish he was holding against the ice. It took four hits before it died, leaving behind a little loot bag.

      He tapped it, opening the bag’s inventory.

      
        
        ¤ Loot

        » 1× Common Time Crystal (15 seconds)

        » 1× Sand Dollar (Protected)

      

      

      They were down to eighteen seconds! He swiped the items into his inventory and used the Common Time Crystal as if it were a consumable. The pink crystal burst from his inventory, and his timer updated.

      Instead of tearing the starfish off, which did lots of damage, he tried to kill them while they were attached. If only he had a rock, he could attack them. That would be good information for the guide.

      The starfish attached to his wrist burst into purple pixels without doing any extra damage to him. But it didn’t drop loot. Lame. The green one on his foot dropped an uncommon time crystal that granted twenty seconds.

      A cactus holding a snowball above its rounded arm-branch thing peered over the wall, an unhappy frown on its face.

      Grenden triggered Shadow Shift, avoiding the snowball that turned into a white crab. Cogs!

      He shoved himself to his feet and tried to trigger Dash, but it only made an error sound. A Flash message revealed it still had three seconds before he could use it again.

      The crab exploded. Three icicles, each dealing 133 damage, pierced his leg, side, and upper back. His movement slowed, frost crawling over his skin.

      Another snowball hit him. And another crab formed barely ten feet away. He was going to die, but not before gathering more information.

      He summoned an Information Box on the cactus and took a screenshot.

      
        
        ¤ Green Whale [Lvl. 8]

        » The green whale is the smallest land whale known to exist. It enjoys polar environments, long walks in blizzards, and a good old-fashioned snowball fight.

        ·

        « Quests

        » Green Whale Snowball Fight. [Learn More]

        ·

        « Stats

        » Health: (unknown)

        » Armor: (unknown)

        » Strength: (unknown)

        » Speed: (unknown)

        » Resource: (unknown)

        » Stamina: (unknown)

        » Familiar Energy: (unknown)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Suma stepped through the corrupted dungeon portal after Triton and Marcel and flinched at the sensation of cold water enveloping her.

      Cogs and rust, there was lots to dislike about that sensation. It was, like, the opposite of a warm hug, a discomfort that promised danger and set her on edge. Maybe, that was what it was supposed to do.

      Well! She was prepared. They each had rocks, rope, and three bolas in case the items were needed against the cactus monsters Grenden had identified with an Information Box screenshot.

      The kid outlasted his brother but didn’t get much map data. He made up for that by exposing the Time Limit modifier and how to get more crystals. The twerp was smugly smart. But maybe that was a good thing.

      The party of two also learned something not great. What everyone had assumed was the Limited 1 modifier was instead something worse.

      Aayra had Isan try to re-enter the dungeon instead of waiting the typical five minutes and discovered the One Try modifier. Everyone had exactly one try in the dungeon, whether or not their party was still alive inside.

      This was only mildly offset by the fact that loot wasn’t dropped upon death. It was Protected. But Anything brought into the dungeon still received the Droppable debuff.

      “Boom!” Triton yelled, his voice echoing across the snow and ice. The first cactus frowned and started pulling snow into a magical sphere that hovered over its arm.

      “We’re winning this contest thing,” he said, then pointed at Marcel. “Yo man, if you want Aayra to lovey love you, you gotta man up. Right?”

      “Right!” Marcel said.

      Wait what?

      Marcel liked Aayra?

      She was like three years older than him! Oh, poor guy. Suma didn’t want to interrupt the bro bonding moment. She just knew that winning some contest wouldn’t help in matters of romance.

      Guys were always doing dented things to impress girls. That was such a turn-off. Maybe Aayra liked that sort of thing? What a laughable thought.

      What wasn’t a turn-off was Duri. . . .

      Suma really truly felt her face warm and pushed the thought aside. No thinking about boys. At least, not while she was supposed to be working.

      Triton caught a snowball from the cactus. It didn’t turn into a starfish or white crab bomb. He threw it back, and it smashed into the cactus’s face, a face that quickly turned from a frown to a smile.

      “You’re on, Mister Needle Face!” Triton yelled and scooped up a handful of snow and started packing it tightly. He jumped and rolled without using his skills, then tagged the cactus again.

      Marcel worked on his own snowball.

      Suma, however, ran toward a different cactus. While the guys tried to win their snowball fight, she had something more important to do: get starfish and break them for time crystals.

      Strategy was what won her a prime treasure in the last dungeon. It would work here as well. She felt a bit smug, which was lots better than being afraid.

      The cactus frowned at her, and she summoned a rock. This . . . obviously broke some unwritten rule about snowball fights. It now glared and formed an icicle instead of a snowball.

      “Oh! Umm, I’m really truly sorry!” she yelled and quickly deposited the rock. Unfortunately, the offense had already been made. The cactus trudged through the snow and launched its icicle.

      Suma triggered Shadow Shift, avoiding the attack. But when the icicle hit the snow, it turned into a large white crab, lots larger than the pictures she had seen. And even small crabs could do unthinkable damage.

      Cogs! Maybe strategy wasn’t her strong suit after all. Or . . . or . . . maybe she was being unrealistic with her expectations.

      Not everything would go right on the first try. She needed to adapt to change and adjust her strategy to accommodate unknowns.

      Yes. Stop worrying. Think. Plan.

      A new idea struck. She ran up to the Green Whale—that was very much not a whale at all—and tried to stand behind it. The cactus turned while forming another icicle.

      The crab dutifully marched toward its enemy. Its white carapace flashed blue and white and blue again, faster and faster.

      She triggered Dash at the very last second she was willing to wait and shot ten feet away, placing the cactus between her and the crab.

      When she reformed a second later, there were lots of large ice shards sticking out of the snow all around. And where the cactus had stood tall and intimidating was instead a loot bag.

      It hovered majestically in the air, rotating slowly, big and fat. It was her first monster kill! B-but she didn’t kill it, so she shouldn’t feel guilty. Right? Besides, she acted in self-defense.

      She ran up to the bag, eager to discover what treasures it held. She tapped it, and a screen with a grid opened, revealing two items.

      
        
        ¤ Loot

        » 1× Uncommon Time Crystal (20 seconds)

        » 1× Ice Bolt Sacrestone (Protected)

      

      

      A Sacrestone! It was a lens used to cast magic, real magic. This one, apparently, could launch a shard of ice like what the cactus did. She tapped it to equip it, and a message appeared.

      
        
        ¤ Warning

        » Withdrawing a Protected item will lose its protection from the Droppable debuff. Are you sure you wish to continue?

        » Accept or Decline?

      

      

      She declined. That would be terrible since she was all but certain they were going to die. At least she got some decent loot, something that probably could sell well within her shop or . . . no, this was her first loot item! It would go on the wall next to her picture.

      She grinned at the thought. She was really truly a Dungeon Runner now, a member who had earned their first loot item.

      “Boom!” Triton yelled, pulling her from her thoughts. He and a very happy-looking cactus were dancing around a . . . prime treasure chest!

      Her jaw dropped.
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        * * *

      

      Boom! Triton was the best snowball-throwing guy, and the cactus-man thing was cogging cool. They did the cactus dance, shuffling left and right before wiggling in a T-shape.

      A Flash message congratulated him for completing the Green Whale Snowball Fight. It was his first quest ever.

      Woot! It summoned a bunch of pink time crystal things and a prime treasure. He was definitely going to win against Bay.

      Marcel gathered the crystals, bringing them to four minutes and twenty-two seconds. And Triton, persuaded by his excited fish, opened the prime treasure.

      
        
        ¤ Prime Treasure Chest [Unique]

        » 1× Mini Green Whale [Common Naufling] (Protected)

        » 3× Blueberry Popsicle (Protected)

        » 1 scyl (Protected)

      

      

      For a prime treasure, it wasn’t very . . . prime.

      But Bay would absolutely love him ten times more if he got her another—not counting his secret secret gift—Naufling. Technically, loot went to the guild, so maybe he’d need to buy it or something.

      “What is that?” Suma asked, pointing to a rectangular doorway next to his happy cactus friend. The air rippled and distorted and such, showing a desert beyond.

      “It’s a portal,” Marcel said.

      And Triton jumped through it. “Boom!” he yelled to the sand and massive ribcages and bones and things that stuck out from the ground.

      The others didn’t immediately follow. They stood on the other side of the wavy veil, their features shifting to make them ultra-skinny and then fat.

      They looked quite silly. But more importantly, this was a timed event. Smart people were so dented. A timed event meant they needed to hurry and not second guess everything.

      “Come on,” he said and started marching toward a faraway oasis, seeing it as the only obvious point of interest. His fish happily swam over his shoulder.

      A waterfall poured down at the center of the oasis from nothing but a raincloud. A rainbow stretched from one side to the other, and it looked like things were on it.

      The others finally followed, then stopped to take in their environment. Marcel was taking pictures, and Suma seemed lost in thought. Triton had to hurry them along again because he was the only one not limited by cogging intelligence.

      The dry ground cracked and vibrated. Sand bounced and sifted across the surface. Something moved beneath the ground, forcing everything above it to lift a foot or two, leaving a trail behind.

      A blue creature burst from the sand and landed on its tiny tail fins as if they were feet. It was the smallest and happiest whale he had ever seen.

      “Hello!” it barked in a high-pitched, squeaky voice. “Hello hello hello!”

      “What are you supposed to be?” Suma asked.

      “Hello!” it said in answer.

      Triton, being the most average of intelligence and thus smarter than most, understood. It was here to give them a ride. There was no way in hell they’d make it to the oasis otherwise.

      When he tried to touch the little land whale, however, it backed away. So it either needed to be captured—another awesome challenge!—or . . . bribed?

      The dungeon would always provide. That was a simple rule he had come to understand. As such, he summoned the Blueberry Popsicle on a hunch, and the whale perked up, excited.

      “Hello hello hello!” it said louder and quicker.

      Triton grinned and tossed the popsicle to the whale. It snatched it from the air and made an Mmm sound. When he tried to touch it again, the whale didn’t back away. They were fast friends. Woot!

      He rubbed its blubber and asked, “Are there any more of you?” Because one would definitely not be enough to carry them all.

      “Hello hello!” it said, and two more of the whales appeared in a gust of wind. Sand pelted against his bare legs and arms, and his fish hid behind him.

      He summoned the last two popsicles and handed them to Suma and Marcel. The whales accepted the treats greedily and flopped to their bellies, looking more like mounts.

      Triton jumped on the leader. Typically, the Grabber person was the leader of the party. Or that was how it had been with Entin. But the bossman wasn’t here right now. And Triton was being his typical old self: brilliant.

      There were handles on the whale’s sides, so he grabbed them. The whale shot forward a billion miles an hour, and he barked a laugh, the air making his cheeks flap. In precisely ten seconds, they were across the desert and at the perimeter of the oasis.

      The abrupt conclusion of the trip sent him flying off the whale. He triggered Shadow Shift to stop his forward momentum and stood next to the happy whale being a, “Good good boy,” or girl; he wasn’t entirely sure how to check and, in all honesty, wasn’t that curious.

      Long silver fish swam through the air high above. Octopus things with tentacles and stuff hung from branches. They made monkey sounds.

      This place was cogging awesome! Not nearly as awesome as the candy dungeon. Nothing could come close to the time he spent with Bay there, but this wasn’t a far-off second.

      Suma screamed and flew an impressive distance, skipping across the waterhole toward a bunch of spider-like things the size of . . . big. Ha! Yeah, they were big.

      Marcel, learning to be a man, flew after her. Good for him. Or maybe they were both too dented to stop their momentum.

      Smart people, Triton thought again, shaking his head. If nothing else, they’d at least figure out if the giant spiders were friendly. That was probably useful information for the guide.

      A new Flash message congratulated him for completing the Ride the Blue Cactus quest. Time crystals popped out, followed by another prime treasure. This time, they each got one, even if he was the only one there to collect the loot.

      He tapped the first treasure, and all of them opened. Maybe he should be the Grabber since he was grabbing everything. But since the loot was protected, it didn’t really matter.

      
        
        ¤ Prime Treasure Chest [Unique]

        » 3× Blue Cactus Express Sticker (Protected)

        » 3× Octopus Jelly, Sweet & Sour (Protected)

        » 3× Mini Blue Cactus [Unique Naufling] (Protected)

        » 3 scyl (Protected)

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Marcel was a slow cog, a dull sprocket trying to be something he wasn’t: a hero.

      But Triton had given some solid advice. There was no point in moping around in the hopes that Aayra would eventually come around. Life didn’t work that way. If you wanted something, you needed to work for it.

      In this case, Marcel needed to learn to be a cogging hero: brave and, more importantly, noticeable.

      The blue whales had blurred across the desert so fast that he couldn’t breathe or see. All he knew was they’d reach the oasis in seconds, and they weren’t slowing down. . . .

      He prepared to use Shadow Shift to reset his momentum, but the moment before his whale stopped, Suma took flight. She screamed and skipped across the waterhole toward a herd of freaky, no-good giant brown spiders.

      And, like the dented cog he was, he went after her, his zombie Naufling moaning in his ear. It would have been nice if he had a cape and wore his underwear on the outside. Maybe then he’d at least look the part of an idiot.

      Either way, after the fourth skip across the water’s surface, losing a third of his health, he triggered Dash and came to an abrupt halt, his feet sinking into the abundance of mud along the shoreline.

      The spiders were a good fifteen feet tall. They made surprised trumpeting sounds, and he realized they weren’t spiders at all.

      Thank the Maker!

      They were . . . arachno-mammoths if he were to give them a name: spider-shaped, but the legs were made of hairy mammoth trunks, and eight ivory tusks poked out around each center.

      “Dude!” he yelled at Suma, and his zombie moaned disapprovingly. She was lying in a muddy trench of her own making, sucking in breath after breath.

      “That was really truly not fun,” she said, seemingly oblivious to the stampeding monsters.

      He sprinted up to her, using Shadow Shift to not get flattened by one of the giant hairy things that seemed to be more afraid of the harmless tiny humans than he was of them. That was saying a lot, given how they were far from the Designated Safe Zone, and Aayra wasn’t even here to make it worthwhile.

      This dungeon made no cogging sense! It was pure chaos. Usually, monsters tried to kill you. But here, they just wanted to give you rides and have snowball fights.

      He pulled Suma from the mud, making a squelching noise. A quick Information Box check on her said she had 217 health. That aside, they were up to six minutes and seventeen seconds, so at least that was going well for them.

      She watched the retreating herd race away from the oasis, their trunks tooting as they ran. “I don’t think I like dungeons anymore. Or maybe I never did? I don’t know.”

      “You’re doing great,” he said because a hero would inspire people to push through their limits. And between her and him, she had already accomplished more by securing a prime treasure in a normal dungeon.

      A pink and purple tentacle lowered next to Suma’s head and started to wrap around her neck.

      Marcel smacked it away. “Don’t,” he said very forcefully with a pointed finger, using confident words to convey how crazy confident he was—but not really.

      Suma whipped around, then looked up and forced out a breath. “Seriously? Tree octopods? What’s next, flying sharks?”

      “Dude, why tempt fate? Let’s get out of here before strongly worded warnings don’t help.”

      The other octopuses were slowly descending their trees. One threw a banana. Suma Dashed them forward, apparently not wanting to risk the chaos of what an innocent banana was supposed to do in this corrupted dungeon.

      It exploded.

      Of course it exploded! Because that seemed like the most logical thing a banana should do on impact, leaving behind a crater about two feet wide.

      Marcel summoned an Information Box on the monster, then saved a screenshot for the guide.

      
        
        ¤ Tentacle Monkey [Lvl. 9]

        » Monkeys and tentacles do make for an interesting monster. They are cute tree creatures, happy to eat whatever fruit and fish they can find. But disturb their peace, and prepare for a dangerous food fight!

        ·

        « Quests

        » A Monkey’s Favorite Food. [Learn More]

        ·

        « Stats

        » Health: (unknown)

        » Armor: (unknown)

        » Strength: (unknown)

        » Speed: (unknown)

        » Resource: (unknown)

        » Stamina: (unknown)

        » Familiar Energy: (unknown)

      

      

      “A monkey’s favorite food?” he asked, utterly clueless what that might be. His zombie intoned the same question. But it wasn’t something they could spend time on, not with the sudden downpour of bananas.

      Suma yanked on his hand. “Run!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

        

      

    

    
      Cogging rust!

      Suma really truly felt her skills were better spent organizing items for sale and helping customers. It was needed and valuable and didn’t have her running through the mud away from explosive bananas!

      Every step she took away from the circling trees—infested by dangerous tentacle monkeys—sunk into the mud. It was slick and slimy and reminded her of last night.

      Those were not good memories!

      Marcel swore. His hand yanked away from hers.

      She turned in time to see him bellyflop the mud, then a banana plopped on his back and flashed twice.

      She started to scream, “Dash!” but the banana exploded. She immediately triggered Shadow Shift and blurred backward two feet. The moment the world returned to focus, mud splattered all over her front, getting into her eyes.

      She fell onto her butt. The ground seemed to swallow her, forcing the mud up to her chest. She couldn’t see a thing! And her arms were submerged.

      A wet thunk sounded to her left and another to her right. They were definitely bananas, giving her only a second’s worth of time to do something.

      In a rush of blind panic, she triggered the first variant of Slide, remembering the stories the others had told regarding the pirate dungeon.

      Mud wasn’t exactly water. This wasn’t exactly swimming. And she didn’t exactly know what she was doing. But it really truly worked! The skill engaged, and her body plunged deeper into the ground.

      There were two explosions, but her new mud armor protected her. Other explosions vibrated above her, blasting the surface in an attempt to find the hidden enemy.

      When all seemed well and good, something slithered around her stomach and chest, then pulled her deeper.
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        * * *

      

      Ha! Triton clutched his sides and laughed. It was hard not to laugh, even if the outcome wasn’t great for team Triton.

      The two smartest people in his party had been slipping and sliding in their attempt to cross the muddy ground, then Marcel totally biffed it.

      The kid looked up, his face covered in mud, and Triton just couldn’t help it. He laughed and laughed until a banana bomb thing blew the kid up.

      Yeah-yeah, that sucked. But Marcel—a shimmer of white shards ascending to the sky-place—died a cogging hero. Good for him! Aayra, no doubt, would be mightily impressed.

      Suma, on the other hand, disappeared. She sunk into the mud as if some hungry monster had grabbed her. She’d probably be dead soon.

      Well . . . Triton didn’t need to be a hero. There was nothing more to prove. He had already scored the lovey loves from Bay, and the timer continued to tick down, which was more important than saving a smart-dented team-member-person.

      So he focused on completing whatever new challenge this oasis-place represented. Clearly, the challenge related to the octopuses.

      He summoned an Information Box and tapped the quest. Favorite food? This meant there had to be something available to retrieve.

      Easy peasy! He was brilliant at retrieving stuff. Except, there didn’t appear to be any accessible food. The silver fish swam high in the air. The rainbow creatures were Nauflings, likely inedible.

      There were bananas! But . . . the octopuses already had them. Their favorite food must be something else, something from the previous challenge?

      In a burst of mud and wisps of shadow, Suma and an enormous octopus appeared. A tentacle had wrapped her waist, her legs kicking the air.

      “Seriously?” she yelled, thrashing to escape. “Let go of me!”

      Ha! This girlio-gal was tough as nails, taking on the tentacle boss-thing alone. And what a good distraction. She had come a long way since the Tiki dungeon when she was afraid of her own shadow.

      Pride swelled in his chest. He would make for a great teacher. And the blue whale next to him totally agreed, nodding its head all happy-like.

      “Hello hello?” it asked, obviously wanting to know if he needed a ride.

      “You are the cogging best ride giver,” he said, and the walking fish thing smiled. Triton jumped on its back. “To the portal!” he said, pointing, one hand holding its handle.

      They arrived ten seconds later in a crazy blur, and he used Shadow Shift to prevent himself from skipping across the hot sand.

      The portal was still there, revealing the snowy land covered in cactus people. He stepped through, made a snowball, and tossed it at the closest cactus. The thorny guy reacted as expected.

      Instead of dodging or catching the return snowball, Triton let it hit his arm. An angry little pink starfish appeared. It was all cute-like, reminding him of Bay. Contests and challenges were fun, but he’d much rather have her here.

      Oh well. Having a bit of space was good. Otherwise, she’d drown in his love and turn into goop. He really didn’t want that to happen. Goopy girlios were not good girlios.

      “Much appreciated,” he told the cactus, saluted, and stepped back through the portal where his ride was eagerly awaiting his return, a goofy pink tongue hanging loose like a happy dog.

      By the time he reappeared at the edge of the oasis, Suma had escaped the biggo boss thing and was throwing bananas at it.

      The boss covered its face with its large tentacles, making sad noises as bits were blown away.

      For being such a smart girlio, she really was dented at times. The objective was not to kill the monsters. Didn’t she know how to read?

      “Eat this!” she yelled.

      Maybe she did, but hell, she was violent, trying to kill everything. That was very different from the Suma in the Tiki dungeon, who convinced Triton that talking was a good option.

      “Stop attacking our fishy friend!” he yelled, and Suma looked at him, her eyebrows pressed together.

      “It’s trying to eat me!”

      Huh, that was a thought. He glanced at the starfish that was dealing 3 damage every few seconds. What if humans were the octopus things’ favorite food?

      It probably wasn’t. The dungeon wouldn’t require a sacrifice to complete the challenge. Things weren’t so complicated.

      “Get behind me, girlio,” he said, then pulled the starfish from his arm and held it out as he walked forward. “Here biggo octopussy. I have something yummy for you.”

      The octopus opened a gap between its tentacles, pink damage marks filling in parts that had been blown away. It made an inquisitive hum.

      “You want it?” he asked.

      Suma ran up behind him, her breathing ragged. The other octopuses only watched from their branches, not throwing bananas as they were before.

      The boss reached out a tentative tentacle. After Suma, it probably had serious trust issues. Triton didn’t blame it. But when nothing bad happened, it accepted the starfish and pulled it beneath the mud, humming happily.

      “I . . .” Suma said from behind, her voice sounding distraught. “It . . . attacked me.”

      The mud bubbled in front of them, then something metallic reached the surface: a prime treasure chest. Three rare time crystals popped out around it, giving them three more minutes.

      The biggo boss burrowed back into the mud and water. A series of toots sounded the arrival of the odd spider-looking things. They sucked in water from their hairy trunks and blew it out at each other. It was all peaceful and happy and stuff.

      “Boom!” he said. “Another challenge down. Want to open the treasure?” She was, after all, the Grabber.

      Suma’s eyes were puffy. She shook her head. “I don’t deserve to. Y-you solved the challenge.”

      “But,” he said, clapping her on the back and shoving her toward the chest, “only because you taught me to use my words.”

      For some odd reason, this made her cry.
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        * * *

      

      Suma had never been a violent person. By the Maker, she healed people! But put into a situation of life and death, her cogging rusted brain didn’t think it had the luxury of a peaceful solution.

      She reacted violently. It came so naturally, the fear and rage mixing into action. But now that she had a moment to process the events, she was horrified with herself.

      The octopuses were peaceful. That was what their Information Box reported. But because her cogs were rusty and dented, she failed to use her skills and startled the strange giant spiders, which obviously disturbed the tentacle monkeys’ peace.

      They were only defending themselves.

      Then, after she plunged herself deep beneath the mud, the boss helped her. Triton said he used his words, well, so did she! She asked the king octopus to put her down, and it did.

      She didn’t escape. She merely thought she had pulled herself free, then attacked the large monster with banana bombs, feeling so confident and strong despite how it didn’t retaliate. It only made sad sounds and tried to defend itself.

      Really and truly, she was the worst!

      She broke her oath to do no harm. . . .

      Suma fell to her knees. The muddy water splashed. “I’m so sorry,” she said, tears making it hard to see the last of the giant octopus’s damaged tentacles slide beneath the surface.

      Triton jumped, folded his legs, and landed in the mud beside her. Water splashed all over her. She gasped and wiped it from her face. A tiny flame of anger tried to ignite but was smothered.

      “Ha!” Triton said. “You’re an odd girlio-gal, you know? Has anyone told you that?”

      She nodded and looked away.

      “Wait, really? I was expecting you to deny it. That kind of ruins what I had to say.”

      “What were you going to say?”

      “Bah, it doesn’t work anymore. Anyway, I’m not good with people crying and stuff. I’d rather smile. When life gives you limes, you make lemonade.”

      Suma quirked an eyebrow. “What does that even mean?”

      He shrugged. “Honestly? Got no idea. Never had a lime or lemonade. It’s something my mom always said to my dad when things went wrong, and they’d laugh.”

      The reminder of having parents stung. She missed them lots. She was lost without them. All of her emotions were tied up in knots, and she didn’t know what to do.

      Triton grabbed her arm—evidently bored of the depressing girl, not to mention that the dungeon was timed—and . . . pulled her against him. He put an arm around her shoulder.

      “W-what about Bailey?” she asked.

      “Ha! You are an odd girlio if you think this is romantic. You’re dealing with stuff. I’m giving my support. Bay would understand.”

      Suma relaxed a little. She had never had a guy, besides her papa, hold her before. It was nice and comforting and made this vast world feel a little less lonely.

      Toots came from across the waterhole. The elephant spider monsters were sucking up water and blasting each other as if it were a game.

      Everything was peaceful and surreal and nice. But they had a time limit. When she asked Triton about it, he only shrugged and said there were some things more important than winning contests. He didn’t look entirely convinced, but he also didn’t move.

      She finally admitted that she didn’t know what she was doing. This world had turned everything upside down, and she was struggling to find her place, a place that she didn’t believe was in a dungeon or corrupted Land Gate.

      She hated what the dungeons were doing to her, making her violent. She attacked Nui in the Tiki dart contest and the overly friendly octopus, who had only wanted to help.

      Triton rubbed her shoulder and said, “Sounds to me like you’ve got this stuff figured out.”

      “Have you even been listening?”

      “No, not really.”

      She glared, and he laughed.

      “I’m joking, alright? I heard you, girlio. But did you hear you? If you don’t like dungeons, don’t go into dungeons. Problem solved.”

      “But I’m a Dungeon Runner now.”

      “So what? The guild’s growing. And not everyone needs to be a Runner. Why don’t you use your words and tell Entin?”

      “I . . . don’t want to disappoint him. The only reason I’m a member is because we got a prime treasure.”

      “You know what your problem is?” Triton asked and answered before she could give him a list. “You think too much. You’re stuck in your head, playing in a different reality-place that’s built up on lots of assumptions.

      “Then you just accept whatever outcome your fake reality gives you. So let me set you straight with the reality I see. You are a valuable member of this guild. We need you. Your shop is key to our continued growth.”

      “You really think that?”

      “Of course. But don’t tell anyone I said any of this sappy stuff. I’ve got a reputation, you know?”

      She laughed and promised not to tell a soul.

      The timer was down to fifteen seconds.

      Triton stood and helped her to her feet, then said if this was to be her last dungeon, she needed to open the chest, which she did.

      
        
        ¤ Prime Treasure Chest [Unique]

        » 2× Foodie’s Friend Sticker (Protected)

        » 2× Starfish Sucker (Protected)

        » 8× Banana Bomb (Protected)

        » 2 scyl (Protected)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Entin watched the Tentacle Monkeys play in the trees, anxiety—his constant companion—nestled deep in his chest. He should be absolutely thrilled by this strange dungeon, but his thoughts lingered elsewhere.

      Ugh, get it together!

      He, Bailey, Aayra, and the furry pet Aitohtoh, following Marcel’s newly updated guide, completed the first three quests in record time. The information made a massive difference, especially given how different the challenges were and the time limit. They had just over eight minutes left on the clock.

      Aitohtoh scurried to the prime treasure chest that bubbled up from the mud in the oasis. Three fish Nauflings circled the chest in anticipation. “Can I open great great prime treasure?”

      That question pulled Entin from his thoughts. “Can you?” he asked, thinking of a potential loophole in the normal Droppable debuff.

      “Why you ask me? I ask you first.”

      Aayra sighed. “Obviously, he’s not asking for your permission. He wants to know if you’re capable of collecting loot. And since you can be desummoned, we might be able to—”

      “What! I see what you be thinking. You want great great Tiki warrior to be purse? I make bad bad furry purse. Don’t skin me!”

      “No one is skinning you. If you’re in the Pet Zone, you can’t die.”

      “I’ll skin it,” Bailey offered and grinned. She was definitely back to her old self, happy and silly.

      “I’m not an ‘it’!” Aitohtoh said, balling his furry hands into fists.

      Aayra motioned to the chest. “Try to open the chest, then share your screen.” When he didn’t jump to obey his master, she said in an alluring voice, “I’ll give you scritches tonight.”

      “Scritches?” he asked, his ears perking up. “Do I get to sleep in Master’s bed?”

      “No,” she said with an eye-roll.

      He made puppy-dog eyes at her.

      “No,” she repeated with emphasis.

      He purred, and Entin summoned his game screen to check the timer. Just over seven minutes. He waved his hand to hurry them along.

      “Fine,” she said and let out a defeated breath. “But if you do anything . . . weird, you’ll never sleep in my bed again. Understood?”

      “Great great Tiki no do weird thing,” Aitohtoh said. “W-what is weird? Can I eat grapes in bed? Is that weird?”

      “Open the chest!” she said, losing her patience.

      Her pet jumped to the task, and an opaque screen materialized, then the contents were revealed a second later.

      
        
        ¤ Prime Treasure Chest [Unique]

        » 3× Foodie’s Friend Sticker (Protected)

        » 3× Starfish Sucker (Protected)

        » 12× Banana Bomb (Protected)

        » 3 scyl (Protected)

      

      

      “The pattern holds,” Aayra said. “We’re getting the same loot. But what’s interesting is how our chest has more than Suma’s.”

      “If you lose anyone,” Entin said, “your loot decreases. That makes sense.”

      She nodded and wrote something in her notepad. “The other dungeons are similar, but this dungeon has set loot drops, so it’s easier to notice.”

      “You want me to loot, yes yes?” Aitohtoh asked. She nodded, and he swiped the items to his inventory with no problem.

      “Actually,” Entin said, “give us the banana bombs. If the last challenge is any indication, we’ll probably need them.”

      The furry guy gave each of them four banana bombs, which came with the Aim skill. Entin quickly assigned it to replace Sprint, which he could toggle before withdrawing a banana.

      “To test our hypothesis,” Aayra told Aitohtoh, “deposit this rock. It has the Droppable debuff.”

      He accepted her rock, and it turned into pixels, finding a slot in his available inventory.

      “Now I need to desummon you, understand?”

      Aitohtoh slumped. “Really really? But this great great dungeon be fun! I want to see the next challenge. I be helpful, yes yes?”

      Entin crouched and scratched the little guy’s head, making him purr. It had a cathartic effect, as if the tiny rumbling sound was breaking away the ball of anxiety.

      “You’re super helpful,” Entin said. “But the next challenge will be the hardest one yet. We don’t have any information on it. If you die, we won’t know if this works. And you’ll be stuck in the Pet Zone for a whole day.”

      “Okay okay. Send me to Pet Zone. It just be so very very boring over there.”

      “It won’t be long,” Aayra said, then desummoned her pet. He burst into gray and white pixels and faded, taking the loot items with him.

      “Y’know,” Bailey said, walking up to the new portal that looked out to a beach glowing in red light, large blue ice shards jutting from the sand, “if this works, ya might change dungeon Runnin’ completely. Think the Keeper AI will patch it?”

      “Probably not,” Aayra said, taking the next position as the acting Scout. “Intelligent pets are rare and only have eight inventory slots. They can’t equip additional bags. Adventurers will still be risking their gear, so I doubt it’ll change much there.”

      “We’re down to six minutes,” Entin said. Having this time limit was the absolute worst. “Let’s discuss this later. Bailey, you’re up first.”

      “Ya got it, bossman,” she said with a grin, already sounding like Triton. She laughed at his expression and jumped through the portal.
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        * * *

      

      Bailey—prepared to show up Triton in this little contest of theirs—jumped through the portal. Her feet dug into the coarse sand on the other side, and she sprinted forward, kickin’ it up behind her, intent on lurin’ out any sneaky monsters.

      The theme changed abruptly from the peaceful oasis to a strange tropical beach beneath a starry sky, everythin’ lit in a glowin’ red.

      It was so very hot! Like steppin’ into a furnace, the heat comin’ from waves of flowin’ lava instead of the typical ocean she had expected. It stretched out in all directions toward distant black rock walls.

      To add to the confusion, giant shards of ice jutted from the sand, their sharp points a dozen feet overhead. Her Naufling fish beelined to the closest one, findin’ somethin’ interestin’ about it.

      Tiny black crabs scurried away from her, leavin’ trails of fire that quickly puffed out to smoke.

      The music of deep drums and rattles mixed oddly with that of plucked strings and the gurglin’ lava. The sounds accumulated in her chest, boomin’ to a rhythm that was increasin’ in tempo.

      She continued forward to give Aayra space, racin’ around a thick spear of ice, its surface reflectin’ a distorted world back.

      Bailey pinched her brows at the sight of sand touching the lava. It didn’t react as it should. It was as if the red glowin’ stuff was water. But she could definitely feel the heat.

      Maybe, it was only hot to adventurers?

      To ground this peculiar point into reality, wadin’ through the lava was an angelic woman carved from ice, glistenin’ in the red light. She had large wings, the bottom tips stirrin’ the bubblin’ mass around her shins.

      Cogs, she’s so pretty! The sort of pretty that might make others—not Bailey, of course—feel a tad . . . inadequate.

      Did Triton think Bailey was pretty? He didn’t say anythin’ about her new hairstyle or dress. He just wore his typical smile and stole kisses when she wasn’t payin’ attention.

      That troll. . . .

      Was she blushin’, or was it just hot in here?

      The ice woman had angry-lookin’ eyes that radiated a blue light. She reached out a delicate hand. A small sphere of fire ignited in her palm and shot across the sand.

      Bailey jerked out of her daydreamin’ and triggered Shadow Shift. The world blurred and snapped back together a second later.

      Right! There were more important things to think about than Triton, the blue-haired demon, the guy she should do somethin’ for instead of always bein’ on the receivin’ end of his gifts.

      But not now!

      She had a job to do, and she’d show everyone that she deserved to run—with her handsome partner—a school for Dungeon Runners.

      A black crab scurried up to her, flashin’ red, similar to the white and blue crabs. She triggered Double Dash and shot away to reform beyond the blast radius of what was obviously a bomb.

      Instead of an explosion, however, the crab burst into bunches of long thorny vines that whipped around in a circle, graspin’ for anythin’ close enough to shred.

      Ehhh, nope! No thanks.

      The display nearly distracted her from the sound of another bolt of fire. She triggered Slide—mentally keepin’ track of her cooldowns and knowin’ Shadow Shift wasn’t ready—and her body flattened to the sandy ground.

      Fire speared through the air above her, followed by the ice shard shatterin’! She immediately rolled to her hands and knees atop another flashin’ crab.

      Cogs. . . .
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        * * *

      

      Aayra drew in deep breaths to settle her nerves, counting the seconds before she would enter the next challenge’s portal. They were nearing the end of this dungeon Run, which meant she’d finally have time to talk to Marci away from the others.

      The problem?

      She’d rather eat poisoned berries or feed herself to the sharks or find the highest cliff and . . . okay, maybe not the highest cliff. The point was, she really didn’t want to have that conversation.

      For the few minutes they had spent together updating the guide before Triton and Suma returned, it almost felt like they had gone back to before his dented confession.

      He was . . . different, brimming with confidence. Maybe they could just pretend to forget last night had ever happened.

      Yes! That was obviously the right choice. Pretend it didn’t happen and go back to doing the work they had enjoyed.

      The distorted view of Bailey sprinted around a large spear of ice, little black crabs chasing after her. Right. Dungeon Mode. It was time to gather information and not be distracted by other matters.

      Aayra stepped through the portal and snapped eight pictures in the span of four seconds. The new challenge was in a realm of lava juxtaposed with ice. Like everything else in this corrupted dungeon, it didn’t follow any line of logic, which was an affront to her sensibilities.

      She much preferred when things followed the typical patterns of reality. But life wasn’t always sunshine and rainbows.

      Cliche.

      Peaches and cream. Bed of roses. Bowl of cherries. All cliches! Life . . . was a dark labyrinth that promised no easy path.

      Perfect!

      An ice sculpture of a woman shot a bolt of fire in the direction Bailey had disappeared in. Aayra sprinted toward the dungeon monster while summoning an Information Box.

      
        
        ¤ Ice Angel [Lvl. 11]

        » What do you get when you mix ice and fire? A very upset angel that wants to freeze burn the world. Don’t get hit by her attacks, or you will suffer both damage types!

      

      

      There was no quest, and the stats were obviously unknown. This was a regular dungeon mob set out to kill adventurers.

      Normally, Aayra wouldn’t engage—her job was information—but she had explosive bananas that seemed designed for this single purpose.

      She withdrew a banana, which instantly replaced her Sprint skill with Aim. Activating the skill created a dashed line toward the sculpture. She triggered it, and the banana followed the projected path and exploded, blasting the angel apart.

      Blue pixels swarmed together, then a stream of them shot into the shape of a cube. It solidified into a large block of ice, ice that was slowly melting into the lava. Another block formed and another, creating a path to a distant prime treasure sitting high on levitating black rocks.

      Cogs and sprockets, it was timed. “Get to the platforms!” she yelled and ran for the first block, noticing that a new Ice Angel had formed further out in the lava.

      Aayra jumped the four-and-a-half-foot gap of burning heat. Her bare feet touched the cold, wet surface of the liquifying platform and slid out from under her.

      Her back slammed against the block, dealing 37 damage, and her momentum carried her forward. She shot off the side, twisted in the air, and aimed a Dash at precisely seventy-eight degrees to ensure she didn’t overshoot her intended target.

      But before the skill engaged, her elbow touched the lava, incinerating her like a girl who had burned to death in an instant.

      Too literal. . . .
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        * * *

      

      Bailey, on hands and knees over a flashin’ black and red crab, sucked in a breath and resisted the panic that shot into her chest.

      Act or die!

      She grabbed the tiny critter like it was a grenade—its shell pipin’ hot, bright orange damage numbers streamin’ through her fingers—and threw it in a random direction, any direction that wasn’t near her.

      At barely four feet away, the crab burst into thick vines that shot toward her. She rolled without usin’ her skill, findin’ it particularly difficult to maneuver in the sand.

      Aayra yelled somethin’ that was lost to the drummin’ beat of the soundtrack. It seemed urgent. But maybe not as urgent as escapin’ the hungry vines.

      A sharp sting sliced across Bailey’s back and leg. Her life dropped to 217! These monsters weren’t playin’ around. This one was stabbin’ its vines into the sand and draggin’ itself closer.

      She shoved herself to her feet in time to sidestep another attack. Three more crabs flashed and scurried toward her, seemingly to drive her away from the shard that . . .

      It was gone! The shard was gone.

      It got swapped out for a mass of tiny ice fragments that hung in the air ‘round a small floatin’ chest made of blueish-purple metal. Her fish was there, eagerly tryin’ to get her attention.

      Vines lashed out, and she jumped back. Dash was still down, so she triggered Sprint instead and ran away from the vine monsters and chest, a risky plan startin’ to develop.

      If the shards hid treasures, she only needed to attract more fire bolts to break them. She grinned at the thought, a grin that faltered when she found the angelic woman to have been replaced by large cubes of ice, sinkin’ into the lava.

      Cogs!

      When did that happen?

      White death shards shot into the sky. Aayra? Entin sprinted across the sand to the first cube that would melt within seconds.

      Bailey was stuck in a cycle of indecision. She could make it, but she’d have to give up the hidden chest. Bah! There was no time to think about it.

      She turned and triggered Shadow Shift, avoidin’ a vine’s attack. To be a Distractor, she thought to her imaginary room full of students, requires ya to take risks and make decisions on ya own, cut off from the rest of yer party.

      Check and check.

      In a normal dungeon, divin’ for the loot would be dented. The Droppable debuff would steal the items back upon death. But not here.

      Bailey sprinted from the now seven black crabs that tried to chase her into the lava. The original vine monsters were keepin’ guard of the pretty chest that sparkled alluringly.

      Well, she thought, channellin’ Triton, challenge accepted! She grinned because life was what ya made of it, and she wanted a life that was full of fun and excitin’ adventures.

      She moved in a large circle, aggroin’ more crabs. They ignited trails of fire behind them. Some had already burst apart in an attempt to snag her and now clawed their way across the sand much too slow for a Runner to care about.

      Her fish wiggled its fins high in the air, markin’ the treasure behind a wall of vines.

      She turned, charged, and triggered Double Dash, usin’ her fish to determine the distance.

      Everythin’ blurred, then she was at the center of a dozen attacks. She tapped the chest, swiped the items, and promptly died.

      
        
        ¤ Treasure [Diamond]

        » 1× Vine Grasp Sacrestone (Protected)

        » 1× Spicy Lava Sucker (Protected)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Entin stood beside the portal to the next challenge, nearly as impatient as his fish, swimming with its nose touching the thin veil. Ripples in the transparent surface distorted what was happening on the other side, even affecting the sounds.

      He counted ten agonizingly slow seconds after Aayra stepped through the portal, then started again. This dungeon was so very different and chaotic and strange. It wasn’t the time to throw out their well-practiced precautions.

      While waiting, he realized that the best way to keep his mind off of Eizel, the Land Gate, the new competition around guides, and everything else that demanded a piece of his mind, was to focus on the here and now.

      Right.

      He stepped through the veil, which gave the Naufling permission to do the same. His mud-covered feet pressed against loose sand in a realm of blistering heat and chaos.

      One of the giant shards of ice shattered. Black crabs exploded into long vines covered in thorns.

      “Get to the platforms!” Aayra yelled, pointing to large ice blocks sinking in lava that had somehow replaced the ocean.

      It was a . . . jump challenge. The prime treasure was presented atop of hovering black rocks far out from the shoreline.

      Bailey grunted. Sharp vines had torn across her back and leg, leaving behind vivid pink damage marks and red numbers.

      Instinctually, he stepped toward her, then stopped and fought down the seizing need to rush to her aid and beat back the cogging vines.

      She was doing her job, fulfilling her role.

      He needed to do the same.

      Entin triggered Sprint and rushed toward Aayra, who had just jumped to the first block of ice.

      She yelped as her feet shot out from under her. Her back crashed against the frozen surface, and she slid off into the lava, immediately turnings into shards of white light.

      Cogs! All it took was a single touch to die. One tiny mistake, and he’d end up like her, a glimmer of light. Unfortunately, there was no time to formulate a plan or craft something to help. The platforms were quickly disappearing.

      He charged the first block—steam hissing from its sides—and jumped, carefully keeping his weight centered. His feet hit the frigid surface, slick with ice melt, and slid forward at the same speed.

      He waved his arms for balance—his breath held, his jaw tight—then hopped as vertically as possible, letting the momentum carry him to the next platform.

      The second block was a foot higher than the first, and the third was a foot higher than the second. He hopped again and landed on the last block, sliding dangerously toward the edge.

      An ice sculpture of an angry woman with large translucent wings held her palm out toward him. A vortex of flames pulled into the shape of a sphere and blasted forward.

      Entin waved an arm out in front as if to block the attack, which was a dented thing to do! The shift in weight threw off his balance.

      Fractions of a second before the fire bolt hit him, he triggered Shadow Shift and dissolved to black wisps, then snapped back into the world two feet behind where he was, his momentum canceled.

      There was nowhere else to go.

      And this platform was melting!

      The woman glowered with radiant blue eyes. She slapped her hands together. A torrent of bright fiery pixels escaped to the sides, then circled back into a larger sphere of flame she was building between both hands.

      His fish circled the woman as if to say she held the secret to progressing forward.

      He withdrew his banana bomb, finding it the only logical solution provided by the dungeon. The outline of it materialized. He snatched it from the air, activated Aim, and threw it.

      The banana whacked the woman in the face. She took in an offended, watery gasp at his audacity to throw food at her, then exploded.

      Blue pixels rushed together into a cloud. Streams shot from it to form shapes, filling in with ice. There were six new platforms, no two the same. Each grew narrower the closer they got to the prime treasure chest, still a good twenty platforms away, should they exist.

      Lava gurgled around him, mere inches from consuming his block and killing him on contact. He took a step toward the edge and slid. Cogs! There was no way he’d be able to jump forward; there was no traction!

      He triggered Dash and reappeared on the forward-most edge of the next block, this one more rectangular than the last. His feet slid out from under him, and he landed on his butt, legs hanging over the side, his body sliding forward.

      Without a thought, he triggered the second variant of Slide, then laughed at how cogging dented he was! This variant of Slide—used to stop sliding—was exactly what he needed, and it didn’t have a cooldown time.

      He carefully stood, faced the next block, and triggered the second variant of Slide at the precise time he jumped forward. The skill gave him the needed traction, and he cleared the gap with ease.

      Entin grinned and repeated the process, spending 5 Stamina per jump until he reached the last block where another ice angel waited, a sphere of fire ready to blast him from his temporary platform.

      He phased through the fire bolt and threw another banana. She promptly exploded—not before giving him the stink-eye—and a whole twelve new platforms materialized in the air.

      One by one, they plunged into the molten lava, producing an increasing sound of scorching noises that built to a crescendo.

      Just like the other challenges, once he knew the trick, it became drastically easier, almost comically so. This would definitely make for some valuable guide information.

      He crossed the blocks of ice, finding that the more there were, the faster he needed to move lest he not make it to the far end. It was a race against time in more than one way.

      Instead of triggering the second variant of Slide at every jump—wasting all of his Stamina—he used it to increase his momentum on the first three blocks, then glided forward and hopped the gaps like he did at the start.

      Upon reaching the last platform, there were two angels hovering in the air, their wings flapping slowly. Droplets of water shimmered and hung around them. He was prepared for one but had two bananas left and withdrew them both.

      “Entin,” one said, her voice like wind chimes echoing in a cave. “Soroy,” the other finished.

      He stopped abruptly. A sort of energy pulsed through his chest as if he had just drank a vial of water. But this was different. It climbed up his spine and buzzed in his head.

      The fabric of reality seemed to split and pull apart a bit, giving everything a blur of duplication. A dreamlike sensation of falling washed over him, and he jerked.

      The angels’ arms were loose at their sides, their hands shaking as if being held in place against their will. A crack shot down the first angel’s left wing, and it split off, falling into the lava.

      “Yes?” he asked, his voice sounding far away.

      “You must pro—”

      Reality snapped together, cutting off whatever the woman was saying. The two angels—cracked and broken—quickly rose their arms and launched fire bolts.

      It was such an abrupt change that he was late triggering Shadow Shift. The first bolt struck his shoulder, spinning him around and shoving him backward.

      Entin’s skill engaged and pulled him into the End Plane. A second later, he reformed from wisps of shadow, facing the wrong direction. He whipped around, triggered Aim twice, one for each banana, and threw them.

      The angels burst into blue pixels.

      His shoulder burned, still on fire! He quickly smothered the flame with his hand, noting—from a Flash message—that his health had dropped to 317/1,000. Bright orange damage numbers streamed toward the starry sky.

      What the hell was that?

      The blue pixels from the angels shifted forward into a new shape, a bridge that stretched the remaining forty or fifty feet to the prime treasure chest. Snow coated the path and railings that curved like long sea serpents, their scales visible on the sides.

      He stepped off the last platform, using the second variant of Slide for traction, and stood on the bridge. It levitated in the air while the blocks of ice from behind disappeared beneath the gurgling surface of bright lava.

      The bridge wasn’t melting. It seemed to exist in its own biome. The air that stirred around him had a cutting chill to it, carrying flakes of snow. The music changed to match the first challenge with the snowball-fighting green whales.

      Something strange just happened, and he had absolutely no idea what it was. He must . . . protect? Was that what the angel was trying to say? And if so, protect what?

      Nothing forced him to move forward except curiosity and the time limit, now down to two minutes and thirty-three seconds. He added the bizarre encounter to the growing list of things to think about later and followed his fish across the bridge.

      The prime treasure chest had a glowing blue triangle at its front, marking it as exquisite. But before he could open it, reality split again, blurring into two duplicate versions of everything.

      He sucked in a shallow breath and spun, expecting another angel to appear, ready to finish him off. This time, however, the visual distortion cleared before he could finish checking his surroundings.

      Everything had returned to normal, everything except for the . . . chest. He stared at it for a long moment, his fish excitedly swimming circles around the changed materials.

      The rarity symbol had jumped two levels. Now, basked in the radiant rays of golden light was a burning sun. It almost hurt to look at it.

      A Celestial chest. . . .

      He could hardly believe it!

      After the shock wore off, prompted by a very enthusiastic fish, he stepped close to the chest that looked like it was meant for royalty. Gold and silver traced across the surface around crystals and pearls.

      It hummed with some inner power, and when he tapped it, there was no inventory screen to list all of the items. Instead, the rich materials broke apart and pulled toward the center, disintegrating into streams of pixels that vanished within an inky black orb. It lifted in the air to hover at eye level.

      His fish shot away from it to swim behind his shoulder, shaking left and right as if to say, No. It poked his neck, injecting a light touch of warmth there and growing a pink flower, then shook again. No no no, it seemed to say adamantly.

      Entin took a step back. His fish had never led him astray before, and this black orb seemed dangerous, even if it did come from a Celestial chest.

      The orb followed.

      Little spikes grew and shrank across the glossy black surface as if tasting the air. Its pace increased, obviously finding the scent of something it liked, which was disconcerting, to say the least.

      He took another step back and another.

      The orb followed, undeterred.

      Every attempt to load an Information Box failed, playing the standard error sound in his head. Whatever this was, it wasn’t a standard game element, which made no cogging sense!

      A portal to the next challenge grew from the black rock that once held the prime treasure. The other side of the translucent veil showed distorted corals and schools of unhappy fruit instead of fish.

      Entin triggered Dash, reforming a second later beyond the orb. He sprinted for the portal, eager to at least get some data for the guide.

      After three steps, a deep chill shot into his back. His fish flopped to the ground and burst into pixels. And his health dropped to zero.
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        * * *

      

      After the sudden and cogging unfortunate ascent to the Celestial Plane, Entin reformed in front of the Abruel Dungeon, where the rest of his Dungeon Runners waited.

      Aayra and Marcel sat off to the side, a game screen between them. They were, apparently, on talking terms again, working on the guide for those who had pre-ordered it.

      Bailey pointed to their screen. “That’s what I said. If ya aggro the Ice Angel here, she’ll shoot a fire bolt at’cha. And if ya dodge it, ya can break the sharp ice things for loot.”

      “Next party,” Duri said, standing next to the hovering dungeon crystals, “you’re up!” When no one stepped forward, he blew out a breath. “Just . . . I don’t know, pass on the message, will you?”

      He glanced at Suma, then puffed up his chest and stood straighter. She was totally engrossed in whatever she was writing in her notebook and didn’t even realize he was looking at her.

      The parties waiting in line seemed perfectly content to wait a bit longer, likely hoping for an updated guide before attempting their one try.

      “Yo, the bossman’s back!” Triton yelled. “You’re looking a bit confused and stuff. I’d give you a taffy, but that Ausemnie-girl took everything I had back to the orphanage with the boyos. You get any of that good loot-stuff?”

      “Entin, it worked!” Aayra said, motioning up to Aitohtoh, who had climbed the trees to the first branches.

      “It work, yes yes!” the furry guy said, aiming his blowpipe at one of the adventurers in line. “I bring back Master’s precious rock after she died, and now Master will give great great Tiki warrior scritches tonight. Ha!”

      “That’s . . . great,” Entin said distractedly. He opened his game screen and scanned his inventory. There was nothing there. He didn’t expect to find loot, but disappointment still filled his chest.

      He had found what was likely to be the very first Celestial chest ever. And he got nothing for it other than a quick death.

      Entin-mini waved and smiled. He jumped when the screen shifted to display stats, which looked as normal as every other time Entin had checked.

      Except . . .

      The only thing out of place was his Naufling. For some reason, it wasn’t equipped anymore. He quickly resummoned it, and the fish appeared over his right shoulder, looking the same as before.

      It regarded him inquisitively, slowly angling its body to the side. Then it spotted something of interest and swam away to investigate.

      So . . . nothing, no loot, no skill changes, no stat changes. All he did was open a very rare chest and die. Bah, he was a dull sprocket. It was just a part of the corrupted dungeon, another challenge, a trick.

      But what about the ice angels knowing his name? Or how everything had blurred?

      The problem was their lack of information on corrupted dungeons or dungeons in general. Without a baseline, it was impossible to know what was normal or strange.

      In this case, it looked like he got duped. He opened a chest that contained a monster and died. If nothing else, it was helpful information for the guide. Maybe others could avoid a similar fate.

      “Ouch!” a man yelled from the line.

      Aayra rolled her eyes. “Aitohtoh,” she said in a loud whisper, “I told you not to shoot anyone!”

      “But but but, he be bald! I do world great great favor by removing ugly bald people. You no want the bald ones. Be honest.”

      Marcel whispered something to Aayra, and she pressed her lips together.

      “What he say?” Aitohtoh asked.

      Aayra summoned her game screen. “You’re going to the Pet Zone for one hour.”

      “What! But I do good thing. Why punish? You should give reward, yes yes!”

      “Because you don’t listen. You can either go to the Pet Zone and think about why your Master is unhappy with you, or . . .”

      “. . . or? I like or!”

      “Or lose your scritches and bed rights for tonight.”

      “I take it back! Or sucks, yes yes! I . . . fine! I go and think about ugly bald people and how to get rid of them without Master knowing.”

      “Obviously, I don’t want you to get rid of the bald people! I want you to follow my rules, which means no shooting anyone unless I tell you to.”

      Aitohtoh’s ears flattened, and he nodded. “Fine fine. I think about Master’s rules in boring boring Pet Zone.”

      A chime resonated in Entin’s mind, and he opened his messages, anticipating something from Eizel. Instead, it was from Ruben. The subject line read, Bad news, buddy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Arrested. . . .

      Entin walked through the city streets, the afternoon sun high in the sky, his fish zipping around to inspect anything and everything as if drinking in this reality for the first time.

      His mind was far from the present activities of people doing whatever people did in this cogging world. His thoughts replayed Ruben’s message over and over.

      Eizel had been arrested, taken away, and thrown into a cell. It was too much of a coincidence to assume the villain in the shadows had no part to play.

      The rumor mill had spread from the Upper West Bench to the market. Everyone had something to say about the Oqerton’s perfect daughter, jumping to all sorts of terrible conclusions.

      They were wrong. All of them. There was no scandal to whisper about. There was only a lost girl in a new world, trying to save her family.

      When Entin got the message at the dungeon’s entrance, it struck something raw and hot, deep beneath the surface of his otherwise calm composure.

      He provided Aayra and Marcel the information he had gathered, gave Bailey the loot from the first three challenges, then dismissed his Runners. It was abrupt, but he needed to move and process these conflicting thoughts of his, these conflicting dangerous thoughts.

      All pilot initiates took an oath to serve, protect, and uphold the laws passed by the seven high councilmembers and the speaker.

      Laws.

      Laws created order.

      Order protected their way of life, granting the most freedom and flexibility in an inflexible and finite world. The colony ship contained innumerable cogs that needed to work together to support the whole.

      This was a concept they grew up with. It was ingrained in everything they were taught. And he loved the simplicity of doing his part so everyone could live their best lives.

      But . . .

      He exhaled loudly, startling an old Lumarian woman. She hurried away before he could apologize.

      His Naufling fish zipped back to him after inspecting a set of dresses on display behind a pane of glass, pink flowers now growing from their pristinely white fabrics.

      “I’m fine,” he said in a voice that didn’t sound fine. The fish cocked its body to the side. “Don’t give me that look. Go play or something.”

      It nudged his arm, making another flower and feeling warm. In an odd way, it was comforting. The gesture only highlighted just how strange life had become, which brought with it all sorts of complexities.

      There were two versions of him, neither happy with the other. The real him cared deeply about his oath, about following orders, about being a brilliant cog, as Triton would say.

      But the new Entin questioned that status quo. The new Entin saw Eizel’s smile, her teasing blush, and her tears when she had confided in him. The new Entin saw the orphanage and the beggars and the injustice of a broken system.

      His oath to protect and serve conflicted with that of the laws and a government that had failed its people and continued to fail them.

      No matter what he did, his oath was broken. That realization was both harrowing and freeing. This world was not inflexible and finite like the last. It didn’t require such complete control to ensure that all the pieces fit in their proper places.

      In this new and eternal reality, the people were free to pursue the life they wanted.

      He knew what he wanted.

      He wanted—much like his parents—to protect and serve the people, not by following laws but by simply doing what he felt was right.

      To start . . .

      He was going to break Eizel out of prison.
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        * * *

      

      After a very long day of preparing and resting to ensure he had enough Stamina, Entin quietly slipped into the dark guildhall’s shop from the front door.

      The prison, he found, was located in the government sector, a fortified section of the city with its own walls and gates and lots of guards. It was there that the main city systems were provided.

      There were buildings and staff and security for the Hall of Governance, Guild Registrar, Courthouse, Bank, Guardhouse, Housing Office, and Prison, which, for some dented reason, happened to be underground.

      He memorized the map and walked the streets to get a feel for the distances. Every guard, patrol, and patrol time was marked in his notepad.

      During this, his guild thought he was taking the rest of the day as a sort of impromptu vacation. It was well-earned, and everyone replied to his text message with promises to not bother him.

      He hated lying to them, but it was better this way. If all went well, Eizel would be back in the morning as Aymie, and no one would know that he had broken a dozen laws to make it happen.

      If all did not go well, he had a scheduled message that would be delivered in the morning. He didn’t want his friends not knowing where he went. And he definitely didn’t want them risking themselves to free him. This was his choice, his risk, and if it came to it, his consequences alone.

      The only thing missing from his plan was Swift Light, his dagger. It would give him a speed boost and a way to fight should things not go well. Plan Bs were never desirable outcomes but necessary all the same.

      The dagger was neatly presented on a wooden plaque, mounted on the Wall of Ugly next to his disturbing clown picture. Bah. Maybe, now that he wasn’t dating Bailey, he could convince her to take it down.

      The other pictures, however, made him smile at what he had helped make. After tonight, he’d have to get Aymie to make an ugly face or catch her drooling, not that he’d ever take a picture like that of someone. . . .

      He lifted the dagger from its plaque, and it burst into pixels, finding a spot in his inventory.

      All the candles in their sconces ignited.

      “Boom!” Triton yelled.

      Entin jumped and spun.

      “Look at this suspicious guy, trying to steal his dagger-thing.”

      All of his Runners were sitting at the guild table, watching him, some with quirked eyebrows, some with smiles.

      “What’cha think yer doin’?” Bailey asked.

      “Nothing,” he said automatically.

      “Obviously, it’s not nothing,” Aayra said with her arms crossed, “or you wouldn’t have put me in charge of the guild.”

      Cogs! He blew out a breath. “They messaged you? That was just in case.”

      “In case of. . .?”

      His stubbornness refused to say. So what if they caught him? It didn’t change anything. “Look,” he said, “I appreciate the concern, guys. But I have to do this alone.”

      Bailey stood up, her lips pursed, forehead creased. “That ain’t happenin’, and I’ll tell ya why. We’re a team. That’s yer strength, Entin. It definitely ain’t Runnin’ dungeons by yerself.”

      He blew a raspberry at that.

      “It’s yer vision, yer direction, yer bringin’ people together. Look around’ja. We wouldn’t be here without’cha, and you wouldn’t be here without us. So ya gonna tell us what yer thinkin’ or I . . . I . . .”

      “Going to tie you up and tickle you!” Triton yelled. “What? Pain is diluted and such. Tickling isn’t. Best form of torture.”

      That actually sounded terrible and brilliant. Every so often, the guy came up with something deviously smart.

      Suma blushed at the thought but nodded. Marcel only added a firm look, then glanced at the others to see if he was doing it right.

      Aitohtoh ate a grape, then, seeing Aayra’s expression, jumped to his feet. “I-I-I . . . don’t know what to say? I am obligated to be here, yes yes! But great great tribe leader should not take risk. No no no. Let us, or, umm, better yet, let them,” he said, motioning to the other Runners, “take the risks, yes yes?”

      Entin chuckled. “It’s dangerous, alright? And not like a dungeon, this has real consequences, which is why I don’t want to get everyone wrapped up in it.”

      “Go on. . . .” Aayra said.

      He didn’t say anything for a moment. Eizel’s secret was to protect her family’s estate. But with her arrest, that didn’t matter anymore. So . . . what was the harm?

      “Aymie,” he said, “was arrested yesterday.”

      “What!” Suma yelled. “W-w-why?”

      Aayra leaned against the counter. “Obviously, this has something to do with the people who deleted the Land Gate’s information.”

      “That’s a jump,” Marcel said.

      “Not really,” she said, glancing at him, “not if Aymie was the one who told Entin about the Land Gate in the first place. They were the only ones gone two nights ago.”

      “It could be that,” Entin admitted.

      The edge of Aayra’s mouth quirked up, seeing that she wasn’t far from figuring it out on her own. “What else could it be?”

      He took a breath and let it out. “She wants to unlock the Land Gate because she thinks her parents are on the other side. That would be reason enough for most of us. But for Aymie, there’s . . . more.

      “If she doesn’t find her parents, the government will seize her family’s estate. But with her arrest, that’s probably already happened.”

      “Estate?” Bailey asked in disbelief. “No one’s got an estate in this world, less they’re rich. Ya want us to believe Aymie’s rich? Right. I’ve not heard of a wealthy Avys family in the colony.”

      “Aymie,” he said, not exactly sure how to say this other than to just say it, “is not her real name.”

      “She’s wearing a skin,” Aayra said. “That explains so much! Dying would reset the skin unless it’s permanent. And who would want to replace their identity permanently?”

      “Ha!” Aitohtoh yelled. “She wear mask like great great Tikis!”

      “Really?” Suma asked. “So, like, what’s her real name?”

      Entin looked at Bailey, and she scrunched her nose suspiciously. In an apologetic tone, he said, “Eizel Oqerton.”

      Bailey’s eyes went wide. She cupped her mouth. Suma gasped. Aayra crinkled her brows. Marcel grinned. Aitohtoh ate a grape.

      And Triton sucked in air like he had been holding his breath for the last five minutes. Then, in typical Triton fashion, he asked, “Who’s that?”

      Everyone had something to say and chose to say it at the same time.

      “Ya can’t trust her!” Bailey said.

      “Dude,” Marcel said, “the most popular girl is in our guild. That’s so cool!”

      “Are you serious, Triton?” Aayra asked. “You haven’t heard of the Oqerton Alliance?”

      “That really truly makes sense,” Suma said. “She knows a lot about businesses.”

      “This Tiki be out of grapes,” Aitohtoh said. “Anyone have more grapes? Got much much more tummy room for yummy yum fruit!”

      “Guys,” Entin said. “Guys!”

      “Guildhall Mode,” Triton said, then laughed. “That actually worked.”

      “Wait,” Bailey said, now glaring, “ya were totally gonna try to break her out of prison by yerself! That’s so dented, Entin. Yer gonna throw all of this away because of a crush?”

      That was a punch to the gut.

      He glared back. “That’s not why. If any of you were stuck in a cell right now, I’d be doing everything in my power to get you out. I’d tear down the cogging walls. And you know it.”

      She tensed and looked away.

      He continued, now that he had everyone’s attention. “This isn’t the old world. This is a new world. And in this world, we decide what matters and what rules to follow.

      “Eizel is one of us. Do I like her? Yes. Is that clouding my judgment? Probably. But I like all of you, okay? All of you.”

      “Awww,” Aitohtoh said, clasping his hands over his heart. “I like great great tribe leader, too!”

      “Ha!” Triton said. “Bossman wants to save a Dungeon Runner person? Sign me up.”

      “Dude,” Marcel said, “if you’re going, I’m going.”

      “So, like,” Suma said, “it scares me to death, but I’m in. She’s my friend, and she really helped with our shop.”

      “Obviously,” Aayra said, “Entin’s plan is probably terrible, so I need to help.”

      “Great great Tiki will help!” Aitohtoh said. “For grapes. Seriously, people, I need more grapes.”

      Everyone looked at Bailey, and she exhaled. “I’ll help, okay? But only because I want all’ya to come back.”
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      Daren Hulbak had never been so bored in his cogging life. He worked in security aboard the Garentin and, naturally, applied to be a guard when the colony digitized.

      But had he known he’d be forced to stand at attention for hours of the night, doing absolutely nothing—no reading celebrity gossip, no watching shows, no listening to music, and, worse of all, no eating his many precious snacks—he would have applied for a different job.

      Now he stood guard to a mostly empty prison in the middle of the night. There was a whole world out there to explore, and he was standing at the bottom of a short spiral of stairs, counting the stones on the wall for the hundredth time since his shift started.

      Today’s the day, he thought. I’m going to quit. He could make more money exploiting dungeons like that new guild he had heard so much about. They actually got to see a bit of the world and use their new skills.

      What skills was he developing?

      
        
        Standing +1. Terrific.

      

      

      
        
        Patience +1.

      

      

      
        
        Self Worth -10.

      

      

      He glanced at Luna, the other guard on duty who stood three steps to his left, her unflinching gaze staring holes into the gray stones lit by torchlight. She was the most attractive, boring woman he had ever met.

      Her complexion was as pale as the moon above. Her blonde hair was like strands of gold, tied back into the regulation hairstyle of a tight bun. Her form was as slender as a ballerina’s. And her personality, by all accounts—not just his own—came from a Roomba, a ship-hull-cleaning bot.

      She did her job and nothing else. It wouldn’t surprise him if she returned to a charging station after each shift.

      All pickup lines had resulted in no reaction. She didn’t reply when he greeted her. Jokes fell flat. And all the hours of talking about his figurine collection in the last life were met by the same unflinching stare.

      Well, if today was going to be his last day—probably . . . maybe; well . . . he still had a few hours to decide, so what was the rush?—then he was going to get a reaction.

      He cleared his throat.

      She didn’t move.

      He didn’t expect that to get a reaction. It was more a way to mentally prepare himself for the task ahead, something he had thought to do but lacked the courage.

      “Lovely night we’re having,” he said, feeling like a guy trying to romance a brick wall.

      She continued to stare, her breathing slow and rhythmic, almost as if she were sleeping.

      He took a step toward her—breaking from his assigned position—then another. When she continued to act like a cogging statue, he waved a hand in front of her eyes, holding his breath and watching her blue irises for any movement.

      Nothing. . . .

      Wow, she was really committed to this whole pretend-to-be-a-robot thing. But he wasn’t done. He inched closer, one finger out, and lightly brought it down onto her nose, then yanked it back, grinning like it was a joke.

      Nothing.

      Cogs and dogs! She was something else, something not human. Could she be an NPC like the Lumarians? But that would go against the law. A human in this world could not be controlled by any other entity.

      Trepidation was quickly replaced by curiosity. He grabbed her shoulder and gave her a rough shake.

      Luna sucked in a breath.

      Daren jerked away, hands raised as if he were under arrest.

      Her eyes were wide and wild. She yanked on her sword’s handle, but the sheath refused to let it go. “What’s happening?” she asked, making this the first time he had actually heard her voice. It was a nice voice. “Where are they?” She glanced at the prison door, then at the stairs.

      “Where’s . . . who?” he asked, his back now pressed against the same stone wall he had watched for countless hours.

      “Cogs, the enemy!”

      “Th-there is no enemy. I . . . umm . . . bu-bumped into you. Sorry about that. Two left feet, you know? I can be quite the klutz.”

      She stopped trying to withdraw her sword and let out a breath. “You scared the cogging rust out of me.” She paced quickly to the first step and back, shaking her head and sucking air through her teeth.

      “Are you alright?” he asked.

      “Great. And now you know.”

      “Know what? Whatever I might know, I swear on Elemoia or any star of your choosing, I won’t say a word. Promise. Or by the Maker, if you’re religious.”

      Luna paused and considered him. “Seriously? You’re not going to report me?”

      “For what? I mean, of course I’m not going to report you. Honestly, I’m about to quit anyway. This is the—”

      “— most boring job you’ve ever had?” she finished.

      “So boring!”

      “Right?” she said and smiled. It was a nice smile. “Don’t quit. Just use AFK mode.”

      He arched an eyebrow, and she continued in a whisper, “It’s a glitch. The mode was designed for the real game, but we can use it to make the passing of time feel much faster. I’ll show you how.”

      “That’s brilliant.”

      Her smile widened. “Sometimes, I am brilliant. And it’s not like we actually do anything of importance.”

      “I’d be in your debt.”

      “Nonsense. I think it makes us even.”

      “Not even close. Maybe I could . . . umm . . . buy you a drink sometime?”

      “Oh,” she said, her face turning the color of a blood moon. “I’d . . . like that. When our shift’s over?”

      He grinned. “Sounds great.”

      Romance +1.
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        * * *

      

      Aitohtoh really really didn’t want to be bait. Tiki warriors be strong and dangerous! But . . . for grapes and scritches and continued permission to sleep in Master’s bed, he’d do this thing.

      After two days of practice, the important mission was a go. He scurried up to Master, who waited in the shadows the moonlight made from a big big stone wall. She wore a black cloak like the others, their faces painted with Tiki symbols of disguise, and he hugged her leg with both arms.

      “Three, two, one,” the tribe leader counted, using small numbers because humans be dumb. The six of them stood in a ring, holding hands.

      This was always the worst part. An icky gross sensation ripped Aitohtoh from the night’s shadows and thrust him upward. He squeezed his eyes shut, really really not wanting to make scaredy cat sounds. Great great Tikis were brave!

      Just as soon as it had started, it ended with them in the air. Then it happened and happened again, each time making his tummy feel bubbly, which was bad bad bad!

      After the third Dash, appearing on the other side of the wall at the tippy top, they fell and fell. He squeezed Master’s leg with all of his mighty Tiki strength to keep himself from shaking.

      Before they all went splat, they turned into wisps of shadow, hung in the air for a single count of one-stupid-human, then dropped only a foot, totally unharmed.

      He immediately released Master’s leg and scurried to the wall. His yummy sweet grapes didn’t want to stay in his tummy, and he hacked them up onto the stones.

      Pet Zone be better than dumb dumb jump over wall! But then Master would go into dangerous place without him. If she got captured, he’d be stuck in Pet Zone for long long time.

      He grabbed his face fur and shook his head. Those were bad bad thoughts! Master needed him, so he be best pet and help, yes yes.

      “Obviously,” Master whispered, “Dashing affects the Kykin differently.” She knelt beside him and gave him the best scritches. “You shouldn’t have eaten so much.”

      “Yes yes, Master be right,” he said. What he didn’t say was this might be the last time he got to enjoy grapes for a long long time.

      “Are you ready?”

      Aitohtoh glanced at the government sector. Many important buildings like great great Tiki temple be here, divided by moonlit streets and bushes and tiny tiny trees. One building was tall and narrow at the center of the sector, guards at the top, silhouetted by torchlight, watching.

      Every building had dumb dumb guards, as did the main gate. And, because that wasn’t good enough for a great great Tiki like him, there were three different patrols of four guards marching at specific times.

      He balled his fists and nodded. Such bravery, yes yes! The tribe leader gave the sign to go, and Aitohtoh ran out from the shadows, intent on being the best bait for Master.

      He crossed the flat rock ground like the wind, huffing and puffing. Running not be his greatest power. . . . Eating grapes be his greatest power!

      Master’s strategy to avoid the patrols worked flawlessly. She be smart smart. It only took two or three minutes to get to the prison despite zigging and zagging between hiding places.

      He stopped at the top of the spiral staircase, the bend in the wall hiding the guards just below, and breathed a noisy breath to fill his lungs.

      He said, in his best tiny human voice, “Waaah, waaah, cry, cry! I be lost. Where be my Mast— momma. Where be my momma?”

      He listened with great great Tiki ears for sounds of movement below. One and one minutes passed. When nothing happened, he repeated the phrase, his voice shaking, totally on purpose, yes yes!

      Still, no movement. What were the dumb dumb guards doing? Tikis put human guards to shame. Tikis be best guards. They would investigate sound and be lured away by bait. . . .

      No! They would see through bait, yes yes! Did humans see through bait? Hmm, that was possible.

      Aitohtoh needed to know. Master needed to know. So, he took the first step, then the next, moving as quietly as only a great great Tiki could.

      At the eighth step, he peered around the bend at two very very serious-looking guards. A man and woman stared straight ahead, lit by torchlight. Their expressions be stern and mean and ready to kill cute furry monsters.

      It be a good thing Aitohtoh wasn’t cute, ha!

      He glanced up the stairs. He could climb them fast enough to escape, yes yes. Running be no strength, but for Master, he’d make it out and give the others an opportunity to break down big big prison door.

      “Waaah, waaah, cry, cry!” he said, now for the third time. The guards didn’t react at all. By Hana’iki . . . these be very very disciplined guards with no heart. Poor lost child, out here alone.

      If being a child didn’t work, they would certainly react to seeing him, a supposed monster—humans be monsters!—so he stepped one and one more times into the torchlight and bared his very clean and white Tiki teeth.

      Guards stared . . . at the wall! They be so dumb. A monster—supposed monster—be right in front of them, and they no do guard thing.

      He growled and flattened his ears and fluffed his tail to appear big big and scary scary. But the guards no care! Rude!

      He scurried right up to them, five feet away. “I’m right here, yes yes!” he said, full of great great Tiki courage. “Hellooo! Why you ignore me, huh? Think you too good for little guy like me?”

      They didn’t move.

      The man guard snored. Snored! And his eyes be open! Very rude indeed, mocking not just this Tiki but all Tikis.

      Aitohtoh withdrew his Tiki blowpipe. He waved the deadly weapon in the air, but the guards didn’t care. Dumb dumb dumb!

      He triggered Tiki Dart and activated Tiki Aim. A dotted line intersected with the man that snored, then the dart took flight with a hiss of air and pierced the man’s nose.

      That got his attention, ha!

      That . . . got his attention. . . .

      He jumped and yelled and shook the woman guard while drawing his sword. That was Aitohtoh’s sign to leave, yes yes!
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        * * *

      

      Boom! Triton was officially a criminal person, an outlaw lawbreaker, a Dude McDuder.

      How that last name applied didn’t matter. What mattered was Bay’s brilliant smile in the moonlight, her face painted in blue and pink symbols to match the flower sticking out of her hood.

      She stood not three feet to his side, painting the glass wall from the Hall of Governance in large red letters. If his fish was here, it would be inspecting the message: FEED THE PO.

      It . . . wasn’t done.

      None of them could use their spirit-things in case it gave away who they were. It was safe to say that no one outside of Dungeon Runners had a Timber-something fishy-fish.

      In any case, Bay didn’t want to do this, didn’t want to risk the guild for that Eizel-girl. But he knew she found the whole experience exhilarating because he did, too. They were the perfect team.

      “Stop!” shouted a woman guard person.

      Bay jerked, making the second O in Poor a Q. Pfft, now everyone would be wondering what a POQ was. But, no matter, this was only a distraction, and, like all things he did, it was going brilliantly to plan.

      He snatched the bucket of red paint from Bay and tossed the contents at the woman guard and a stubby man standing at her side, mouthing Poq, his bulbous nose—propped upon a thick twirly mustache—scrunched in confusion.

      Both guards sucked in breaths and went all rigid-like, hands sliding up and down their slimy slick fronts.

      Bay laughed beneath her black hood—he loved that laugh—then yelled her lines. “We’re the Afterlife Watchers, and we demand that’cha—”

      Triton yanked her back just as an arrow slammed into the glass wall next to where she was standing. The glass made a sharp clink noise, then cracked. The arrow came from the guard tower.

      The stubby man withdrew a golden bell from his game screen and rang it. A dim pulse of golden light expanded in all directions to hang in the air and twinkle as if it contained hundreds of tiny stars.

      The sound was different than a typical bell, much louder, the pitch rolling as if producing its own terrible song to compete with the night’s lullaby.

      “Get on the ground,” Mr. Stubby yelled, totally forgetting his manners. Please and thank you were magical words. “Hands behind your head!”

      Triton sprinted up to the man, jumped, and triggered Wall Kick. His foot slammed against the short guard’s forehead, flipping him top over bottom and yelling all the while.

      An arrow pierced Triton’s shoulder, dealing 271 damage. He spun—using the arrow’s force like a cogging kung fu fighter—dropped to the ground, and kicked, swiping the woman’s legs out from under her.

      She yelped and crashed to her back, then Bay grabbed his hand and yanked him to the side, avoiding the swish of a sword from a third guard. The man looked eager for a fight, leading three others that were a dozen paces back.

      The world dissolved into shadows, then Triton was running with his beautiful girlfriend twenty feet away from the guards yelling at them to stop.

      Ha! Not in a million years would these newb guards—wearing their polished armor and lacking simple manners—catch the second faster Runner in the city.

      Well . . . unless, of course, they cheated and such, which, of course, they did. But that was part of the brilliant plan: lure all the patrols away from the prison. Checkity check check!

      A chime alerted him of a new message, but he was a bit busy at the moment. The two other squad groups sprinted from two different directions, thinking themselves smart and such for trapping the vandals.

      Another bell rang, playing its bad music and filling the air with golden shimmers.

      Bay veered toward the furthest group. Her purple game screen flashed, followed by the whooshing sound of her newly withdrawn bola spinning at the end of her hand. It launched across the distance, and a guard crashed to the ground with a loud, “Oof!”

      Triton let go of Bay. He thrust his index and middle fingers against that invisible sheet of cold something and swiped to the left, trailing blue pixels. His game screen appeared. Two taps later, a long black spear with blue ribbons materialized. Dungeons might discourage the use of weapons, but this wasn’t a dungeon place.

      He grinned, excitement thrumming in his chest. This was his first actual chance to use the weapon against an enemy, one that wasn’t Marcel trying to look cool for Aayra. The kid was wooing his way into her stony heart—maybe—not that Triton really understood why the kid would want to, but love was a mystery.

      He glanced at Bay and was instantly annoyed he couldn’t pull her into a long kissing session. Pfft! Yeah-yeah, mission first, make-out session second and third and fourth. . . .

      The lead guard of the third patrol had his sword out, shouting some nonsense about honor and light, urging his squad to fight back the evil enemies of the dreadful night.

      He seemed quite dense. By the Maker, why was intelligence so hard for people? Everyone either had too much of it or lacked it entirely.

      Well, Triton, being perfectly balanced in mind-stuff and body-stuff, closed the distance with his one and only assigned spear skill, Radiant Strike, which replaced Roll.

      In a flash of light, expending 10 of that Resource stuff, he darted forward. The tip of his spear pierced the dented guard in the stomach, dealing 388 damage in white. It was cogging brilliant!

      The guard barreled over.

      A second guard, her sword’s blade glowing white, slashed it through the air a dozen feet away. A thin crescent line shot forward.

      Triton triggered Shadow Shift. When reality snapped back together—wisps of shadow stuff running off his body—Bay was there, an arrow protruding from her back.

      “We gotta go!” she yelled, playing her part perfectly. She grabbed his hand.

      Bah! It was just getting interesting. And there were plenty of opponents wanting to test their mettle against the mysterious and powerful foe of the night, AKA him.

      But he let Bay drag him farther from the prison to give the others time to do their thing. He engaged Sprint and crossed the flagstones toward the only entrance to the government building place.

      “Close the gate!” a commanding woman said from the side. Her voice carried, cutting through the various shouts of guards trying to run with all of their heavy armor.

      Dented dullards, all of them.

      The plan was working. Not that he had doubted the plan. Bossman and Aayra knew what they were doing. Triton was just here for the action part, the part he excelled at, especially when partnered with the best girlio in the city.

      And it didn’t matter if the gate was shut. They didn’t need to escape on foot. Nope! They had their emergency death when the time was right. Until then, they would be the cogging best distraction for as long as possible.

      He laughed, Bay grinned, and without needing to say anything to the other, for they were of one mind-brain-thing, they split to do their worst. It was cogging fun to be mischievous!

      He slid past two guards, evading an arrow, and slammed the back of his spear’s shaft against a woman’s armored rear. She sucked in an affronted gasp, but he didn’t stick around to hear how such things were inappropriate.

      He smacked helmets, making them ring, jabbed unprotected sides, stomped on misplaced feet, and used all of his Utility skills to evade, evade, and evade, laughing all the while to add an extra layer of insult to the ill-prepared guards.

      Another bell, closer to Bay, rang. Despite how dented the guards were with their dented armor and dented weapons and dented goatees—well, just that one guy he saw a minute ago—they, unfortunately, had the numbers.

      It was totally unrealistic that two could sustain a fight against twenty, especially not with more guards rushing out of the guardhouse to join the fight. The job was done and done well.

      It was time.

      Triton deposited his spear and bowed, his performance over. He sprinted away from a group of enraged men and women, saying all manner of rude things their mothers shouldn’t hear.

      He triggered the second variant of Dash and shot through two guards attempting to put holes into his girlfriend, appeared, grabbed her arm, said the safe word, “Pickles,” and proceeded toward their real prearranged escape point.

      Mere seconds later, they arrived and stopped to wait, heaving breath after breath while people hurried to encircle the evil enemies of the night.

      “Surround them,” commanded the woman who had given orders before. It was a dented command. The guards were already doing it before she showed up.

      A bell rang, this time twice. It probably was a signal to let everyone know the culprits were caught or something. These people and their wishful thinking. . . .

      Bay entwined her fingers with his. He pulled the arrow from her back and tossed it to the ground. And guards held their weapons at the ready, not moving in, which was perfectly fine. Every second helped.

      A woman pushed through the guards. She was middle-aged, tallish, leanish, and wore the most unattractive frown on her pale face. Her brunette hair—like all the women he had just noticed—was pulled back into a tight bun.

      She spoke, her voice sharp and full of condescending judgment, “You may think this world doesn’t have consequences, given the changes. But let me assure you, our laws are still very much intact. I hope your little protest here is worth the months you’ll spend in confinement.

      “Now, come peacefully,” she said, summoning an Information Box on him and Bay, “I’m an Idiot?”

      “You are?” Triton asked with a laugh.

      She exhaled. “No. It’s his name,” she said to the other guards. “Check it for yourselves. Stop your snickering or get a demerit. It doesn’t matter. I’m an Idiot and Super Dented, come peacefully, and I will put in a good word to the High Councilmember of Judiciary.”

      “Not gonna happen,” Bay said with a smirk. She squeezed his hand, and they both triggered their emergency death.

      But nothing happened.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      When Aayra officially created and joined the Dungeon Runners twelve days ago—naturally, it felt much longer—she didn’t once think they would attack the government. But here she was, sneaking up the spiral stairs in the guard tower, following her dented plan like a lost girl about to be arrested.

      Too literal.

      She and Marci were both lookouts to ensure everything went according to plan. But since nothing ever went according to plan, they would be in ideal positions to alter the plan as needed.

      Cogs and sprockets, Entin was going to do all of this by himself and without any preparation. It took everything she had to get him to hold off his grand rescue attempt for two days.

      All guys—except Triton—seemed to be so smart, then randomly did the most dented things. It was exhausting trying to keep them out of trouble. And now she was here, twenty-seven steps up a guard tower, totally where she shouldn’t be.

      But it was worth it.

      Aymie—or Eizel, as she turned out to be—was worth it. And Entin was not wrong. This world was what they made of it. The Dungeon Runners would never leave someone behind unless, of course, it was Triton. . . .

      A loud sound reverberated through the curved stone walls. It had a musical sense to it but was also quite grating, like nails on a chalkboard.

      Cliche.

      Obviously, Aayra had never heard nails on a chalkboard. No one used chalk, but she could imagine it not sounding too great. So, it was a not-great-sounding sound that wasn’t a part of the plan.

      It went without saying, though, that the guards would have some way to alert the others. But this sound also accompanied . . . sparkles?

      Golden sparkles hung in the air like motes of glitter catching the last rays of a sunset.

      She smiled to herself. That wasn’t half bad. But things didn’t sparkle for no reason.

      She summoned her game screen and found Aayra-mini wearing her own black cloak, bouncing on her toes, pointing to a new status effect.

      
        
        ¤ Death Bell [9 minutes, 46 seconds]

        » You have heard the Death Bell, preventing the use of emergency death and the ability to respawn. If you die within the duration of the effect, your soul shards will not ascend to the Celestial Plane until the duration concludes, or you are manually returned to a cemetery.

      

      

      Cogs and sprockets! Their entire plan relied on the ability to use emergency death as an escape. This was bad, so very bad!

      Aayra sent a message to the party chat, knowing full well that everyone was in a precarious position—this was, after all, a precarious plan—but worst was Bailey and Triton. Those two purposely pulled all attention to themselves to give the others time to get into position.

      They all needed to stop and regroup, but there was no way she’d convince them that via the chat. It was hard enough to delay the plan until tonight.

      No, she needed a new plan, which meant she needed to get her cogging butt up these cogging stairs and take out the cogging guards.

      Yes . . . take out the guards, just like that, no pressure. A bookish girl against fighters.

      Stop thinking. Start doing.

      She sprinted, taking the steps two at a time, her heart pounding to a worrisome tune. At the forty-ninth step, the stairs ended at a large wooden hatch in the ceiling. Why couldn’t it have been an even fifty! Who built this thing?

      She rolled her eyes in an effort to distract herself. Then, without further delay—the reasonable side of her brain screaming bloody murder; cliche—she threw open the hatch.

      Two guards with longbows jerked and spun at her abrupt arrival. They were just as happy to see her as she was to see them.

      Her first thought when seeing someone new was to be civil, give a polite greeting, and talk about what nice weather they were having tonight.

      That thought was promptly kicked out of the tower along with the first guard. She landed from her Wall Kick and looked to the remaining guard.

      He managed to say, “I can’t fly,” which was an absurd thing to say and didn’t help his case. She grabbed him, triggered the second variant of Shadow Shift, and reappeared with him beyond the railing.

      He screamed and fell, proving he was no liar. She spun and triggered Dash. Wisps of shadow thrust her back into the tower, where she slammed the hatch shut, summoned the Information Box on it, and triggered the locking mechanism.

      For a short count of ten seconds, she sat on the wooden hatch—her black cloak sprawled out around her—breathing hard while trying to not hyperventilate.

      She did it.

      She did it!

      She . . . did it. . . . And that now meant there was no going back. Obviously, if she wasn’t committed to this, she wouldn’t be here in the first place.

      Aayra exhaled sharply and shoved herself to her feet. With the guard tower under their control, their odds increased.

      She looked over the railing to find two glowing golden spheres of light where the guards had landed. Evidently, the Death Bell affected everyone. And a fall from this height, even with armor, was enough to kill.

      These were good things to know.

      More bells rang.

      Triton and Bailey fought twenty-three guards. The two Runners moved in sync, flashing forward and back in streams of shadow, attacking and retreating with a confidence that only came from knowing that no matter what, they had a guaranteed escape route.

      Cogs! They were going to get captured unless she did something, but what could she do?

      She searched for an answer until her gaze landed on a long bow one of the guards had left behind. That was when an inkling of a plan started to form.
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        * * *

      

      Entin raced across the flagstones with Suma following close behind. They were but two shadows in the night, silent and unseen. All of the distractions were working better than he could have hoped.

      Still, this whole operation was a huge risk. If any of them were captured, they would just be trading one person for another. And the guards would be on high alert, expecting another attempt.

      They had one try.

      If there was any luck in the stars, he could use all of it, for this needed to go perfectly. But if it didn’t go perfectly, he was prepared to sacrifice himself for the others. He hoped it didn’t come to that, but he wouldn’t allow them to suffer for something he put into motion.

      He stopped by a tree ringed by gray bricks and signaled Suma to stop. She crept behind him, her breaths audible.

      Aitohtoh scurried out from the stairwell that led to the prison’s entrance. Two guards, a man and a woman, ran after him, leaving their post.

      “So, like, we doing this?” Suma asked, her voice lacking the very sort of confidence they needed right now.

      “In and out,” Entin said, glancing at her and the red symbols painted on her face, “just how we practiced. And at the first sign—”

      “—of danger,” she continued, “we’ll run.”

      That wasn’t exactly what he was going to say, but it was close enough. He sprinted to the stairwell, down the stairs, and right up to the unguarded door, his dagger—Swift Light—already in hand.

      They only needed to destroy enough of the door to gain access to the locking mechanism. But before that, they would try two things.

      He yanked on the handle to find that it was, in fact, locked. And second, he knocked. That was Triton’s insightful idea.

      In truth, despite all attempts, they simply didn’t know what was inside the prison. It could be teeming with guards. But since there hadn’t been many arrests, that seemed unlikely.

      Entin counted the seconds to fifteen, his ear pressed to the wood in an attempt to hear if anything was happening on the other side.

      There was certainly a lot happening on this side of the door: loud alarm sounds, shouting, and weapons clashing. Every second they did nothing felt like a terrible waste.

      Cogs! It was such a dented idea to think someone in this secure sector would just open the door to the prison because he knocked. He stepped back, glanced at Suma, and raised his dagger.

      The lock clicked.

      He stopped, his brows pressed together.

      “Daren,” said a bored man from the other side as the door opened, the hinges whining loudly, “you’re a whole four hours early, you know? Don’t tell me you quit. I don’t want—”

      Entin, pushing past the sudden fear in his chest, reacted. He tore the door open, grabbed the man’s wrist, twisted it behind his back, and shoved him against the inside wall, lit by torches.

      Suma gasped.

      “Give me your keys,” Entin demanded, making his voice deeper. He pushed his dagger against the man’s throat. “Now!” Treating another human like this made him feel sick, but there was no other way.

      The guard was a portly man with thinning red hair and ghostly white skin. He acted like his life, his actual life, depended on following orders, which was lucky.

      With shaking hands, he pulled a ring of old-fashioned-looking keys from his belt. They slipped from his fingers and hit the floor.

      Suma snatched them and opened an Information Box. Smart. “Are you the only one in here?” she asked.

      “Umm, yes . . . no,” the guard said. There was a tremor in his voice. “Wh-what do you mean?”

      “Are there any other guards?” Entin asked.

      “No. I-it’s just me. I-I make sure no one talks or or or breaks the rules. I’m just doing my job. I-I swear. I’m not a bad person. Please don’t hurt me.”

      “Hurt you?” Suma asked, finding the right key to lock the prison door. “We’re not going to hurt you.”

      “If,” Entin said, emphasizing the word and giving Suma a look that told her to stop talking, “you do as we say. Where’s Eizel Oqerton?”

      “Th-the new girl? At the bottom. I had to move her to a more secure cell.”

      “Show us.”

      “Y-yeah, sure, anything you say.” The guard moved down a set of curving stairs that continued from the main spiral that led up to the surface. Twenty feet down, the stone walls turned to vertical iron bars that looked into cells.

      Lumarians, both young and old, with their brightly colored hair and eyes, whispered and watched the guard. They looked terrible, covered in dirt that the System didn’t seem to clean off.

      “Why are there Lumarians in here?” Entin asked. They were NPCs, not criminals, as far as he knew.

      “I-I don’t know,” the guard said. “I swear it. I just enforce the rules.”

      “Broken contract,” said a guy in a cell opposite the Lumarians. He looked to be in his twenties, white, with short brown hair, and wearing his default clothing.

      He sat up from a stone bench. “The government,” he continued, an edge to his voice, “assigned contracts to Lumarian businesses to house and feed developers for the first year. But with the food prices as they are, the Lumarians couldn’t afford to uphold their end of the contract, a contract they didn’t even have a choice in accepting. Our wonderful and wise government locked them up.”

      “That’s horrible,” Suma said.

      “Why are you here?” Entin asked.

      The guy stood and walked across his cell. “I killed someone that was harassing a Lumarian. And, by the Maker, I’d do it again. So”—he gripped the bars—“maybe I deserve to be here. But they don’t.

      “Prisoners don’t get food or water. And that’s fine for us humans. It’s part of the punishment. But Lumarians will die, and they don’t respawn.”

      “Sir, we don’t want any trouble,” a Lumarian woman with short pink hair said. She was middle-aged and holding a child on her lap. Others watched from the next cell over.

      Seeing them was like seeing Ohto or Joia or Tayla locked up, dirt on their faces, miserable. Kids most definitely didn’t ever deserve to be in prison. How long had this been going on?

      “I-I didn’t know,” the guard said. “Honest!”

      “No,” the guy in the cell said, “you just blindly did as you were told.”

      “From the government. I-It’s not like I work for a villain or anything. These are the elected officials we put into office. How was I supposed to know?”

      Entin wasn’t here for any of this. And yet—cogs!—he couldn’t ignore it either. “It doesn’t matter what you did,” he said to the guard, “it matters what you do about it.”

      “What can I do?”

      “Unequip your gear and get into that cell.”

      “But . . . I could help, maybe? Okay, y-yeah, probably not. Dented idea.” He summoned his game screen, tapped a few times, and his armor and short sword fell to the stairs, leaving him in his default clothing.

      Suma unlocked the cell holding the guy, then hurried to the Lumarian cells.

      “I’m Vaytellen,” the guy said.

      “Vay?” Entin asked, recalling the name from what Bailey had said a while back concerning how Ausemnie had gotten wolf meat for the orphanage. “You’re the developer that was helping . . .” He almost dropped her name, but instead said, “the orphanage?”

      “How do you know about that?”

      “Not here,” he said, glancing at the guard who now sat on a stone bench and looked depressed. All of it could be an act. They couldn’t risk being discovered.

      The Lumarians—a family of seven, by the looks of it—left their cells, fear etched on their faces. A middle-aged man was propped up on two younger men with bright blue hair that matched Triton’s.

      Suma gave Entin the keys.

      “Vay,” he said, pointing to the guard’s gear, “how are you with playing dress-up?”

      The guy grinned. “Cogs, man, you should see me in a dress! That . . . was a joke. I don’t wear dresses, not that there’s anything wrong—”

      “Just get them out of here. Can you do that?”

      “Of course. But aren’t there guards up there?”

      Suma raised her hand.

      Entin wanted to tell her she didn’t need to keep doing that, but time wasn’t particularly on their side. “What is it?”

      “If we hurry, like really truly hurry, the guards should still be distracted. I’ll take everyone here to the rendezvous point, and you can get Eizel.”

      Vay pointed down the stairs. “She’s at the bottom last I saw. It’s where they keep the troublemakers. She’s a feisty one.”

      “Alright,” Entin said. He took a look at all the new faces, that spike of worrisome fear deepening. “Be careful.”

      There were no other words needed. Everyone knew what they had to do.

      Vay equipped the guard’s uniform and sheathed his sword. Suma grabbed a little girl with bright green hair, tears on her cheeks. And Entin descended the winding stairs.

      The prison was dozens of floors deep, built to hold hundreds of people, the crackling torches revealing empty cells. That, at least, was a good thing.

      Round and round he ran, the keys held tightly in his hand. A wildly imaginative and fearful part of him knew he’d get to the bottom and find Eizel’s cell empty.

      The villain playing in the shadows could have easily moved her in the two days they took to practice and prepare.

      That fear grew with every new cell he passed that didn’t have anyone waiting to be rescued. If she wasn’t here, everything would have been for naught. Everything, of course, except for the Lumarians.

      Thinking of them stoked a burning fire. He had never been one to question his superiors. He was a loyal tool for the betterment of the colony, a brilliant cog. But seeing the results of their decisions made him sick.

      Maybe they didn’t know?

      It was the government! They knew everything. They changed this world to be a haven from the real world. This was an intentional choice, just as the ten percent of missing people felt like an intentional choice.

      The air was cold this deep. Water dripped from the ceiling despite there being nothing but stone above. Some of the torches were out, casting the cells into darkness. It was a pit designed to punish, which didn’t seem to match that of a video game.

      The stairs abruptly ended at a wall of stone. He slapped his free hand against it and spun. The cells here were bigger, the bars thicker, the space within . . . empty.
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        * * *

      

      Bailey’s smile withered like a forgotten flower, unwatered and unloved.

      Her emergency death didn’t work!

      And what a time for a coggin’ glitch! They were surrounded by guards, Stamina near empty, health missin’ a large chunk on the Flash message that appeared.

      The mean-lookin’ lady smiled. It wasn’t a nice smile but one that wanted to enact punishment. No doubt, she was spanked as a child.

      “Thought you’d just run away, did you?” the woman asked. A guard rang another one of them cogging bells. Waves of dim light rolled through them.

      Bailey’s eardrums protested the abuse. “Y’think that was our plan?” she said in her most dismissive voice. It sounded . . . passable. “We’re just the distraction.”

      Triton’s eyes snapped to hers. His face was covered in pretty blue symbols that matched his hair, which was thankfully hidden beneath his hood. The both of them most certainly looked the part of activists, which was what she was dependin’ on.

      He didn’t say anthin’, but she knew he must be thinkin’ her words were a betrayal to the guild. Even if this whole mission to save Eizel was dented, she’d fight with all her thorns for her friends.

      No, the truth was what was happenin’ behind the woman. Aayra was in the guard tower, doin’ somethin’ devious only a mad genius could do.

      And Bailey wasn’t without options. She just needed to delay until the appropriate time.

      The woman laughed. “A distraction? Are you talking about this rat?” she asked and stepped to the side.

      “I no rat! You no touch great great Tiki!” Aitohtoh said to the guard holdin’ him by the scruff of his neck. He slapped his furry paws at the guard and kicked his feet. “This be great disrespect. I show you disrespect, dumb dumb human. Put me down, and we have dart contest!”

      The guards laughed. One called him cute.

      “I be not cute! I be great great Tiki warrior. Youuu should all be afraiiid, yes yes!”

      Bailey feigned a facepalm.

      Triton slumped. “Bah! What are you doing here, bro? Talk about a failure.”

      “I no failure!” Aitohtoh yelled.

      Triton jabbed Bailey in the chest. “This was your idea thing.”

      “My idea?” she asked, holdin’ back a smile. “Ya got ya wires crossed if ya think I’d come up with such a bad plan. It ain’t my fault yer dented pet can’t plant explosives without gettin’ caught.”

      “You were the one who picked the target!”

      “What explosives?” the woman asked, her smug smile gone. She looked at a man, a muscular guard. “Were there explosives?”

      “I didn’t pick the target!” Bailey yelled.

      “Stop talking!” the woman shouted.

      The muscular guard shook his head. “No ma’am. We didn’t find any explosives.”

      “Great great Tiki,” Aitohtoh said, now hangin’ with his arms crossed, “no use explosives . . .”

      Bailey glared at him.

      “. . . in . . . easy find place!” he finished.

      The woman pointed a sharp finger at Bailey. “You are going to show me where these explosives are. Arrest the others.”

      “I don’t know where they are,” she said with a shrug. “Ask the rat.”

      “I am not rat,” Aitohtoh said. “I be Kykin. Big difference, you dumb dumb human.”

      “I don’t care!” the woman yelled. “If these explosives go off, you all will get locked up for a very- long- time. Do you understand?”

      The three of them nodded.

      Aitohtoh raised his hand.

      “What!”

      “Does prison have grapes?”

      She breathed through her nose, her lips pursed.

      A flamin’ arrow sliced across the dark sky. This was it! The attack whooshed overhead and slammed against a tree in front of the Hall of Governance. The flame flickered once, then went out, releasing a pitiful puff of smoke.

      Bailey gawked, dumbfounded. That . . . was the genius plan? Cogs! If she got outta this, she’d have a few choice words for their supposed smart person.

      But this meant there was no rescue comin’. They were on their own, trapped amidst a ring of guards. She glanced at Triton and set her jaw. It was time to be brilliant!

      Or . . . go to prison. . . .

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Fire.

      That was the solution.

      Aayra grinned mischievously, standing at the top of the guard tower as the idea formed. They needed a lot of fire to act as a distraction from everything else. The only problem was that most buildings in the government sector were stone.

      Their roofs, however, were not. . . .

      She equipped the long bow, accepting all of the default skills, and opened her inventory. She came fully prepared with whatever she could find in the Wilds: sticks, plant fiber, rocks, and flowers.

      What? Bailey wasn’t the only one who could appreciate a pretty flower. Besides, she wanted to make perfume as a potential product.

      Focus!

      To make fire, all Aayra needed was three sticks and twine, which could be made with plant fiber. She selected the ingredients using the Crafting system, tapped the Accept button, and a little campfire materialized on the wooden hatch.

      That . . . probably wasn’t the best place for it, but she didn’t have time to be picky. The Distractors were about to be arrested, and the only one coming to their defense was her.

      She selected all thirteen arrows she had acquired and combined them with new twine, wrapping the arrowheads.

      She drew the first arrow, placed the tip in the fire, nocked it to the bowstring, then engaged Aim. A dotted line launched across the space, indicating precisely where the arrow would go.

      Just beyond Bailey, Triton, and the ring of guards, was a tree. The perfect first target. Aayra released the string, which slapped her wrist, making her flinch.

      The arrow, like a bolt of fire, streaked across the darkness and slammed against the tree’s trunk perfectly. She grinned from ear to ear, the happy sensation of accomplishment flooding her chest.

      Then the flame went out.

      Cogs and sprockets!

      She didn’t use enough twine. Trial and error. That was the way of the scientist. But this wasn’t the best time for things to not work on the first try.

      “It came from up there!” a deep voice yelled from below.

      Cogs, cogs, cogs! She summoned her game screen, navigated to the Crafting system, and used all of her remaining plant fiber to create twine, then doubled it on the arrows.

      A chime resonated through her mind. But she didn’t have time to read it. They needed a better way to communicate other than dented text messages!

      Clanking footsteps echoed from within the guard tower. The wooden hatch that separated her from the guards had lost 218 of its 1,000 durability, which continued to shrink by 7 every second.

      Aayra sucked in a deep breath and blew it out, then lit another arrow. This time, it blazed brighter, and she launched it at the Hall of Governance.

      The arrow streaked across the distance and thunked into wooden shingles. The fire didn’t go out, but it also didn’t spread.

      Something slammed against the hatch.

      She yelped and jumped.

      The tip of a sword pierced the hatch, then disappeared before reappearing, tearing 132 durability away with each strike.

      She lit another arrow, aimed for the last one stuck in the roof, and released it. Then did it again and again and again! She kept firing them at the same spot until the hatch burst into brown and red fiery pixels.

      A guard rushed through the smoke and slashed his sword at her, snapping her bow in half. She triggered Dash and shot out from the tower, then appeared in the sky, clenched her jaw, and fell.

      Before slamming into the ground and turning into a sphere of golden light—the effects of Death Bell still active—she triggered Shadow Shift and landed without taking damage.

      The whole not taking damage thing lasted precisely three glorious seconds, then a wall of metal slammed into her as if she was a football player on Old Earth without any of the padding.

      The guard who had landed on top of her dealt surprisingly little damage at only 112. He was big and strong and covered in heavy armor. She was small and weak and not covered in any armor.

      But, as the game was designed, that didn’t matter. She shoved the man up, then used her feet to launch him five feet and three inches into the air. She rolled out of his way and enjoyed watching his flailing arms as he slammed back into the ground.

      Someone yelled.

      Aayra twisted around as another nine guards sprinted her way, wielding actual weapons, backlit by a wall of orange flame.

      It worked!

      It worked a little too well. . . .

      The only concerning thing now was how many more guards were appearing from the guardhouse to handle the escalation of events. That was the opposite of what she had wanted!

      A man thrust his sword at her, and she jumped back. Then an arrow caught her in the side. It stung like a bee sting. She tore it free and triggered Roll to avoid losing her cogging head!

      At the end of her motion, a spear, thrown by a guard twenty-three feet away, pierced her left thigh. The tip went all the way through and into the flagstone, chipping it.

      She grabbed the weapon, summoned her game screen, and deposited the spear. It burst into pixels and jumped into her inventory.

      A Flash message revealed her health was down to 379 out of 1,000. She jerked back from another sword slice, then jumped and triggered Wall Kick on another guard trying to get around her.

      The whizz of an arrow was all the warning she had before it cut across her shoulder, dealing only 62 damage for a partial hit. Then, out of the blue, hands seized her arms from behind.

      She sucked in a surprised breath and tried to yank herself free, but this guard seemed stronger. He was seventeen inches taller than her, his expression hard, his hands pressing toward her center, making it difficult to move.

      Another arrow flashed through the air, this one aimed precisely at her heart. She triggered the first variant of Dash, aimed away from the guards, and shot through the End Plane, pulling wisps of shadow with her.

      They appeared ten feet away, facing the opposite direction. A thunk was the only thing she heard from the arrow, which must have struck the guard holding her. He flinched, and she yanked one arm free, but he wouldn’t release the other.

      A whimper escaped her throat. She had obviously done so well at keeping the fear at bay, but she was quickly reaching the end of her rope.

      Cliche. . . .

      Something black rushed passed her from behind. It crashed into the guard and slammed a rock against the man’s head.

      Aayra’s arm fell free. She stumbled and fell to her butt, eyes wide, mouth open as she saw Marci standing at the center of the guards, lit by blazing flames.

      “Hey, dude!” he yelled, removing his hood, his face painted in lines of orange. “Pick on someone your own size.”
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        * * *

      

      Somehow, out of everyone here, Marcel got the cogging worst assignment. What was he supposed to do on the wall? He could barely see over the parapet and chose to walk on top of the crenelations where he offered nothing of value.

      Aayra did this.

      She didn’t think he could be depended upon because of what happened at the Land Gate.

      Bah! That was just one screwup that, admittedly, almost cost them the little they had gained from the attempt. But given Suma’s information, they had no chance of unlocking the gate anyway.

      Truth be told, he was a dull sprocket, rusty bits and all. If he was smart, he wouldn’t have allowed himself to fall so hard for a girl so far out of his league.

      But realizing that didn’t help. Realizing it made it worse because it was his fault. There just wasn’t anyone else like her, and no matter what he did, she didn’t like him.

      Entin would tell him to be patient.

      Triton would tell him to seize the day.

      Marcel let out a long anguished sigh and sat where he could at least watch his betters risk their lives to save their friend.

      Would they do the same for him?

      Up until the haunted house dungeon, no one cared about him. They just left him alone to read this world’s countless pages of documentation.

      It felt good to finally be a part of something. But now he was pushed off to the sidelines. An extra. The Doorman whose only job was to exist.

      He wanted to do more than just exist. He wanted to do more than sit in his Designated Safe Zone and read.

      A grating noise rang out from the government sector. He stood and watched waves of translucent gold pour out from where Triton and Bailey had headed a few minutes ago.

      What was that? Golden sparkles shimmered in the darkness. It had to have an effect. Otherwise, it wouldn’t have been used. But he wasn’t in the effect, making it rather difficult to see what it did.

      A chime resonated in his head. He opened his game screen to find a message from Aayra. Seeing her name made his chest ache, but this was a party text, not a personal message from her.

      He opened it and read.

      Cogs! A Death Bell?

      The plan was all about creating distractions and using the emergency death feature as a way to escape. Apparently, the game designers—in their infinite wisdom—created a way to prevent that.

      If you wanted to attack a city, you had to be willing to lose your character. But this wasn’t a game anymore. The stakes of this little mission had just gone up.

      And still, he was here, left to wait.

      Marcel summoned one of the many rocks he had gathered out in the Wilds. He tossed it and caught it, his chest feeling tight.

      Aayra took over the guard tower, killing the guards by dropping them off the side. She was, simply put, amazing.

      A minute or two later, she fired a flaming arrow across the sector. Guards pointed and shouted. Three of them rushed across the flagstones and entered the tower.

      He summoned his game screen and typed out a quick message to let her know.

      More arrows seared across the night’s darkness. These ones were aimed at the Hall of Governance. She was targeting the same spot on the roof to help build up the fire so it could spread. Brilliant!

      To the side, movement caught his eye from the prison. The shapes of people were following a guard.

      Were those Lumarians?

      Cogs . . . some looked to be kids. . . .

      Something crashed in the guard tower, pulling his attention back in time to see wisps of shadow shoot out from the tower’s top into the open air. Aayra appeared and fell, then used Shadow Shift to avoid fall damage.

      The fire on the Hall of Governance expanded rapidly, way faster than natural. The flames grew high and bright, filling the whole sector with its orange glow.

      A guard tackled Aayra.

      Marcel clenched his jaw so cogging hard his teeth could break. The sight of her disappearing under a heap of armor stoked a burning fire in his chest, and without another thought, he stepped off the wall.

      The world rushed past, cold air catching his black cloak and making it dance around him. He triggered Shadow Shift before hitting the ground, then engaged his Sprint, rock in hand.

      Aayra was fighting off multiple guards. She was shot and speared and cut. Then a large man used Dash to get behind her and grab her arms. She fought and fought, fear on her face.

      At that moment, Marcel didn’t care one whit about himself. He was the extra. He didn’t matter, not like Aayra. Everyone depended on her, looked up to her, followed her.

      He charged, feet striking the ground, pushing himself for every ounce of speed he could manage. The distance shrunk in a matter of seconds, then he was there in the thick of things. Act or die.

      Marcel slammed his shoulder against the guard, then jumped and spun, bringing the rock he was holding down on the man’s head, dealing 148 critical damage in white.

      Aayra escaped and fell backward.

      She saw him, and that only filled him with the courage needed to see this through, to sacrifice himself for her.

      “Hey, dude!” he yelled, throwing back his hood to draw all the attention to himself. “Pick on someone your own size.” It was the type of thing a hero would say, even if everyone here was a foot or three taller than him.

      It didn’t matter.

      He waved Aayra away, and when she didn’t move, he knew he had to lure the guards somewhere else. He triggered Slide, dodging an arrow, then Double Dashed beyond a wall of eight or nine guards.

      They must have followed the trail of shadows because the moment he appeared, a sword went through his back and out his chest.

      -719 in big red text jumped into the night sky. He pulled himself off the blade, nearly killing himself in the act, threw his rock at a woman, used Roll to avoid the thrust of a spear, pushed himself to his feet, and ran toward the blazing Hall of Governance.

      Then an arrow struck him in the back.

      The fire turned white and gray. The blistering heat turned cold. And in the last second before death took him, he saw guards rushing toward Aayra and someone else wearing black robes, helping her.

      “Escape,” he tried to say.

      But he could not form the word.
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        * * *

      

      Triton played along with Bay’s little game-thing, which was totally fun to be in a fake argument for once. Good practice, which should lead to a makeup make-out session later.

      Things to look forward to.

      But, if he was an honest man dude, which he most certainly was, he expected his efforts to waste time to result in something more than a piddly little arrow with a piddly little flame on it. The fire didn’t even last.

      The furry pet seemed just as disappointed.

      Bay even looked disappointed.

      It was a big disappointing party of blah. And so, when her screen flashed and a glowing green octa-shape-thing materialized out in front of her hand, he wasn’t prepared for the sheer awesomeness of his girlfriend.

      Thick thorny vines or tentacles—probably vines; definitely vines—burst from nothing but the air, a foot from her extended palm.

      The guards backed away.

      The rude lady, however, tried to use her sword and was quickly overwhelmed. The vines wrapped around her and started sawing through her armor.

      “Boom!” he yelled once the damage numbers turned red from white, and the lady’s armor broke. “That’s what you get for being mean.”

      The woman looked like she wanted to say something, but a vine covered her mouth.

      A guard charged Bay, and Triton grabbed his sword arm, twisted his wrist, and dropped him to the ground. Stamina might be super low, hanging right above triggering the Exhaustion debuff, but game skills were not the only way to take care of business.

      Triton had skill skills, the real stuff.

      The Tiki kitty-thing that wasn’t a rat summoned a poisoned dart. Instead of shooting it, however, he used it like the world’s tiniest dagger and stabbed it into the guard’s hand repeatedly.

      The man threw Aayra’s pet, which, as legends had foretold, landed on his feet and hissed at the guard.

      A blaze of fire roared to life above the Hall of Governance. People gasped and pointed.

      “That ain’t the worst of it!” Brilliant Bay yelled over the commotion. “The pet,” she said, pointing at the Tiki guy, “is full of bombs!”

      That . . . was a bit of a stretch.

      “I go boom boom boom!” the little guy yelled, waving his hands over his head and doing the Tiki dance, which, out of context, looked like a decent bomb dance.

      The vines collapsed where they had held the lady, and she broke apart into golden pixels that rushed into a sphere, hovering three feet above the ground, tethered in place by a white line just like loot.

      Triton stuck his finger into the warm glow, and a loot screen appeared.

      
        
        ¤ Loot

        » 1× Cathy Tolruy Soul [8 minutes, 17 seconds]

        » 78 chyps

      

      

      He grinned and pulled the items into his inventory. The sphere burst and faded. “Stay back! I have your commander’s soul-thing. If you don’t get out of our way, we’ll . . .” Honestly? He had no idea what he’d do or could do.

      “. . . put it in a chest,” Bay said, a devious glint in her beautiful eyes, “and sink it in the Roya lake.” This was why they made a great team.

      He nodded sharply as if that was precisely what he was going to say, and the guards glanced at each other, clearly not ones to think for themselves.

      Bay grabbed his hand, and the world shifted to shadow before snapping back just beyond the outer rim of guards. She sucked in a breath and stumbled, clearly having expended all of her Stamina stuff.

      “They can’t do that,” one of the guards said.

      Triton hoisted Bay into his arms and ran for the gate. The portcullis was down, and two guards stood with their spears at the ready.

      The Tiki guy sprinted ahead. “Lalalalala!” he screamed to the jungle, and an echo of it came back as if all the Tikis were lending their strength and courage. He pounced on the first guard, then quickly jumped to the second, giving the woman a face-hug.

      She screamed, dropped her spear, and tried to tear the rodent from her face. The other guard thrust his spear into the Tiki warrior’s back, hitting both the pet and guard he was trying to help.

      Triton ran past them.

      “It’s . . . shut,” Bay said between breaths.

      Yes it was, but Triton, being his brilliant self, had a brilliant plan that he hoped worked. He ran up to the grate of metal bars—arrows clinking against the stones around them—and triggered the second variant of Shadow Shift.

      In a blurry rush, they moved four feet forward and reformed beyond the gate. Ha! It worked. And of course it worked; it was his idea.

      Bay’s face was all stunned and impressed, her eyes saying she was ready for that make-out session.

      Aayra’s pet, however, turned to white shards and shot skyward, unaffected by whatever the guards did to disable the emergency death. It was an honorable way to go, one that Triton would repay.

      The portcullis started to lift.

      Guards tried to shoot through the gaps.

      That was the signal that playtime was over. Time to escape into the shadows where kisses awaited. So, he did just that, with an unstoppable grin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Suma led lots of unjustly punished people to the prison door, a Lumarian girl riding on her hip. If Mama and Papa could see her now, would they be proud or horrified?

      She strangled the thought.

      This was her choice! And she believed in what she was doing. So . . . if they weren’t proud of her standing against those in power, abusing it and making people suffer, she . . . she . . . didn’t care!

      There. She didn’t care!

      She would make her own decisions and build her own life. And at this very moment—really truly scared out of her mind—she would help these people.

      Suma tapped the prison door with her free hand. Since she was the one who had locked it, she had ownership. It took another two taps to unlock the door and confirm her intent.

      She looked at Vaytellen, who wore the guard’s uniform very well, standing tall and confident. He was clearly the type of guy who followed an unwavering moral compass, unless he lied.

      He didn’t look like a liar. And the Lumarians and Ausemnie trusted him. That was good enough.

      He smiled and stepped ahead, prepared to play his part and lead everyone to the wall on the south side. He pushed the door open, stepped through as if simply doing his job, then waved everyone forward once he confirmed the stairwell was clear.

      Suma stayed back, helping the Lumarians. This world could be unbelievably cruel, creating life only to let it suffer and die.

      They moved up the spiral stairs. People were shouting. The bite of smoke stung her nose.

      At the top, a bright orange glow bathed the government sector in firelight, glinting on all the many guards’ armor as they rushed to put out the fire and fight the enemy.

      Vaytellen walked at an even pace toward the rendezvous point, the Lumarians following in a line, their heads down, their hands held at the front with their wrists touching as if they wore chains.

      “Get to the guard tower!” a large black man yelled. He had a neatly trimmed salt-and-pepper beard. “And there are more near the gate. Squad thirteen and fourteen, use your emergency death and patrol the cemetery. Take anyone who respawns into custody.”

      “Sir?” another man asked. “We can’t. The effect is still active.”

      Suma, with her black cape and face paint, was the only one who looked out of place. Why was she so dented! She should have changed everything back before leaving.

      “Rust!” the commander shouted. “Those cogging bells. Fine, just get your squad there as soon as possible.” He turned. “You! Where are you taking the prisoners?”

      Vaytellen motioned for the Lumarians to stop. Suma knelt on the other side of them. The little girl on her hip sniffled, her face full of worry.

      “Sir,” he said and saluted with a fist over his heart. “Per section seventeen of prisoner holding, subsection H, if there’s a fire, we are to ensure the safety of prisoners by moving them to the south wall.”

      “Really? I . . . yes, of course. Well done, soldier. Carry on.”

      The line continued forward.

      “Wait!” the command yelled, marching back over, his face pinched. “Where’s the new girl? The rich one.”

      Vaytellen sucked air through his teeth and grimaced. “Cogs, sir, she was causing trouble, so I put her into solitary confinement at the bottom.”

      “Very well. You did fine, son. It’s not like the fire is going to hurt anyone down there. But we need to do this by the law. I’ll send a squad down to retrieve her. Carry on.”

      “Yes, sir!”

      Suma quickly summoned her game screen and sent a party chat, hoping Entin got the warning and . . . well, did whatever it was their fearless guild leader did to overcome obstacles.

      She swiped the screen away, stood, and bounced the Lumarian girl to adjust her position, then hurried to stay on the left side of the others. Two minutes later, they were at the wall.

      But . . . no one else was here!

      “What now?” Vaytellen asked.

      A blast of fire rose high above the Hall of Governance. Aayra screamed. Marcel had just Dashed into a swarm of guards, leaving her on the ground, her hand stretched out toward him.

      Suma handed Vaytellen the little girl, told him to assign Dash to his skills, and engaged Sprint. She raced across the stone bricks and withdrew her Sacrestone, everything happening on autopilot.

      Guards rushed Aayra, who was still sitting there, frozen in time, seemingly unaware of the approaching enemies.

      The Sacrestone, a pale-blue sapphire, hovered out in front of Suma’s hand, parallel to her palm. She triggered Ice Bolt for 12 Resource, and a long icicle formed from blue snowflake-shaped pixels and shot across the distance, slamming into the leading guard.

      “Sorry!” she yelled, then fired another, this one at the second guard. “Truly sorry!” More of them sliced through the air, leaving trails of glowing snowflakes to swirl toward the ground.

      Frost formed across the armor of the guards she hit, drastically slowing their pace, their expressions seemingly frozen in shock.

      She hated hurting people! But . . . they weren’t being hurt. They had armor. And she believed in protecting her friends more than giving mercy to those that would hurt the people she loved.

      That was it. It wasn’t about hurting others. It was about protecting the world she cared about. It was about being a shield.

      She grabbed Aayra’s wrist. “Get up!”

      “But . . . Marci. . . .”

      “He’s gone. Like, really truly. He wouldn’t want you to be captured. Come on!”

      An arrow sliced into Suma’s forearm, the shaft buried halfway to the fletchings. She snapped it in half, tore it free, and shot back a shard of ice, hitting the archer in the chest and knocking him to his back.

      Aayra snapped to the present, her focus returning. She nodded quickly and stood. They ran back to the prisoners. Guards, guards, and more guards gave chase.

      Suma instructed everyone to hold hands and, no matter what, to not let go. She glanced once toward the prison, surrounded by guards, and fought back the overwhelming sense of worry for Entin and Eizel.

      Vaytellen started the Dash chain. They shot into the air. When the movement ended, Suma triggered the second variant of Dash. Then Aayra took them over the wall and to safety.
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        * * *

      

      Aymie would never give up!

      She would just . . . take a break. Yes, a break.

      It was impossible to know how long she had been down here in the dark, left to listen to drops of water pitter and patter, filling the prison’s basement with a dank odor, cold and terrible beyond what she had imagined.

      Part of what made prison so awful was how the cells eradicated all systems, even the music. She had no game screen, no skills, no Izzy to keep her company. And without the System, she stunk, covered in grime.

      She would not cry, not again.

      Aymie didn’t cry. She fought and fought against the injustices of the world. She lived by her own rules. She was strong and determined and . . . quite honestly, exhausted.

      Rage was better than sorrow, but rage had a time limit. It required energy to maintain. Sorrow simply existed as an undercurrent, always present, effortless.

      In her last cell, she had broken off a piece of the stone bench and stabbed it into her leg over and over until she died. But the benches acted as respawn stones.

      She then tried digging a hole in the wall. If the cogging guard hadn’t noticed, she might have gotten farther than two feet and escaped the effect that prevented her System from working.

      But he did notice. And now she was down here in a far worse cell, uncomfortably cold and completely alone, the hours blending together.

      Unlike the upper-level cells, these had metal bars enforcing every wall, not just the front. No matter what she did to them, it didn’t seem like she was making any progress.

      Then there was the hunger. Again. A gaping hole that constantly pestered her to fill it with something, rocks if needs be. The lack of Stamina drained her to a husk, and . . .

      A break. Yes. She would just curl up in the corner of her cell behind the stone bed, a place protected from the darkness.

      She wrapped her arms around her knees and rested her forehead on top. She’d just build up her strength to try again and again and . . .
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        * * *

      

      Untold hours or minutes later, Aymie woke to the sound of footsteps. They weren’t trudging and slow like the guard she knew. They slapped the stone steps in what seemed like a desperate hurry.

      What were they going to do to her now?

      What was left to do?

      She pressed her forehead against her knees, trying to ignore the ache in her back and butt that urged her to stand. But she liked her little protected hole. It was the only thing she had.

      The steps drew closer and closer, no doubt coming for her. She was the only one down here.

      But she didn’t want to be seen, didn’t have the energy to remain strong while they paraded her in front of people to be judged.

      A new sound of inhales and exhales combined with all the other sounds. She hugged her legs tighter and reluctantly looked up. A dark figure passed her cell in a blur and continued the last twelve steps to where the stairs ended at a wall.

      That didn’t make sense.

      Did they forget her cell number? Or . . .

      “Cogs!” said a voice, a familiar voice.

      Her breath caught. She swallowed and licked her dry lips. A tangle of hope and fear and disbelief wrapped around her chest.

      She pinched herself.

      This wasn’t a dream, but it was also impossible. A hallucination, then? Whatever it was, she didn’t want to dispel it. Even if it was fake, she’d accept it like a drug to pass the time.

      Aymie eased herself out of her protective corner and crept toward the bars, her bare feet sliding through the cell’s cold puddle and icky black moss.

      The figure spun at the sound she made, his face painted in black and blue symbols.

      “Entin?” she asked, her voice a croak. By the stars, it was him. But . . . why? She sucked in a breath. A tear escaped, and she didn’t even care.

      “Eizel,” he said, relief in his voice. He rushed forward and pressed the keys to the cell’s door, then tapped something on a blue screen that materialized.

      He threw the door open, and in the next moment, his arms were around her, strong and warm. She relished his touch, his scent of spice and wood. She never wanted him to let go.

      He broke away to look at her. “Drink this.” He withdrew a vial of water from his game screen that somehow worked. The door was open, which must have disabled the anti-System effect.

      She drank the water, and energy spiderwebbed its way out from her chest, finding paths into her limbs. He deposited the empty vial. “We have to run.”

      “How did you— Why?”

      He crinkled his nose, his lips turned up into a half smile. “You’re one of us, remember?”

      She was a Dungeon Runner . . . but all she had done for them was lie and lie some more. Her entire life in this digital world was nothing more than layers of lies—Ian was right about that.

      And yet, Entin was here; they were here.

      He grabbed her hand, and she allowed him to pull her out of the cell and up the stairs. They climbed and climbed, racing past all the empty cells, torchlight flickering.

      Her heart pounded in her chest. She desperately didn’t want anyone to get in trouble because of her, but she also desperately didn’t want to return to her terrible cell.

      Entin stopped abruptly. He summoned his game screen. Blue shapes coalesced in the air, and he swore. That was never a good sign. . . .
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        * * *

      

      When Entin saw Eizel wearing her default clothes—covered in grime, her broken expression of hope and disbelief—he wanted so very badly to punish whoever did this to her.

      He opened the cell door and wrapped his arms around her without a second thought. She was cold and damp and smelled of week-old gym clothes.

      It didn’t matter.

      He found her.

      The tension he had been carrying these last few days melted. Then . . . a trickling realization of what he had just done made it to his brain.

      He broke away awkwardly. She just looked like she needed all the hugs in the world. He had to get her home, get her back to where the kids could give her lots of love and make everything better.

      But he was getting ahead of himself.

      They weren’t out of this yet.

      Right.

      If she had been starving, her Stamina must be low. “Drink this,” he said, withdrawing a vial of water. She drank it and handed it back. “We have to run.”

      “How did you— Why?” she asked, her brows pressed together, her expression conflicted.

      He smiled and resisted the urge to brush strands of loose hair from her face. This wasn’t a romance novel, and he wasn’t that smooth. “You’re one of us, remember?”

      She looked down as if she didn’t deserve to be rescued from this hell hole. But she was wrong. The only people who deserved to be in here were the people who put her and the Lumarians here.

      Enough talk. He took her hand, left the cell, and climbed the stairs as fast as they could.

      Time was not on their side. All of the planned distractions could only last for so long, and a deep nettling worry told him they were already too late.

      Barely a third of the way back to the surface, a chime resonated in his mind. They stopped by a torch crackling in the silence. He summoned his game screen, tapped the message, and swore.

      Guards and Death Bells. . . .

      “What is it?” Eizel asked, still holding his hand like it was a lifeline. He didn’t want to let go, either.

      “The guards are coming,” he said, fighting to keep his voice steady. “And there’s only one way out.” The moment he said it, a loud whining noise echoed from above: the prison door.

      They could Dash past them, but the guards would alert the others at the surface. Even if they got through the waiting gauntlet, there was no way to evade a Death Bell, and they required at least three people to get over the wall.

      He needed to distract the guards, keep them preoccupied as Eizel escaped and triggered her emergency death.

      That was it.

      That was the only solution.

      Entin was prepared for this. From the moment he decided to tackle the impossible, he was prepared to do whatever it took. He forced all the weak emotions out and replaced them with resolve, his hand gripping the handle of his dagger.

      “No,” Eizel said firmly in a whisper, shaking her head. “I know that look. You’re thinking of something reckless.”

      “I don’t have a reckless look.”

      “You do. It’s that one,” she said, pointing to his face. “I’m not letting you sacrifice yourself for me. We both get out, or . . . I stay.”

      Clanking footsteps were descending the stairs.

      There was no way he would let her stay, which, apparently, had its own look. They glared at each other for a moment, neither breaking from the other’s stare.

      Finally, he relented. “I don’t know how else to get you out. We can’t trigger our emergency death in here. They have Death Bells out there that do the same thing. But if you can get out without them being alerted, you—”

      “It’s a dented plan,” she whispered, shaking her head again. The footsteps were getting closer. “Open that cell.” She pointed to the outer cell. When he didn’t move, she added, “Trust me.”

      Whatever she was doing, if it didn’t work, there was still his plan, hopefully. He pressed the keys to the cell door and released the lock. It opened silently.

      Eizel grabbed the torch, the burning part. A stream of orange damage numbers shifted toward the ceiling, and the fire went out, casting everything beneath a veil of darkness.

      She grabbed his hand, pulled him into the cell, shut the door quietly, and hurried to the corner. He could barely make out a small nook to the side of the bed.

      How was locking themselves up better than his plan? This was just as dented. But there was no time to protest and debate and settle on the best course of action. She had a reason; he needed to trust her.

      She pushed him down into the nook, then sat between his legs. Her back was pressed against his chest. He wrapped his arms around her stomach, finding no other place to put them, and she crossed her arms over his, her hands holding his forearms. It was . . . unexpectedly . . . intimate.

      “What are we doing?” he asked, his voice barely audible, barely louder than his heart, which was pretty cogging loud.

      “Pretending to have escaped,” she said, equally quiet. She looked back, her cheek brushing his. In the short run up the stairs, the System must have done its job because she had a floral scent now.

      His mind wanted to think about pretending vs actually escaping, but it was glitching out, stuck in a tailspin, misfiring every time she inhaled, her thumb gently sliding back and forth along his forearm as if to soothe him, the one that had come to save her.

      The guards approached, marching in a set rhythm. Cogs! What about the other guard they had stripped? He knew there were people still in the prison; that was his job. . . .

      There was nothing they could do about it other than hope his change of heart was sincere.

      Entin held his breath as the guards marched past the cell. They had no reason to search what they would have assumed were empty cells. And, sure enough, they continued downward.

      He and Eizel both let out a breath. She seemed to melt into him, their warmth shared. But the real test was yet to come. What would the guards do when they found her cell empty?

      A few minutes later, indistinct voices echoed from below. A loud clang—the sound of a cell door being slammed—reverberated up the curving stone walls.

      “If,” Eizel said, her voice so quiet, he had to bend forward to hear her, “this doesn’t work”—she turned, the silhouette of her face scarcely there in the darkness—“I’m sorry.”

      She was so close that he breathed in that last word, his mind absolutely blank. She didn’t turn away, and he eased down until their lips touched.

      For an eternal two heartbeats, nothing happened. “I . . . can’t,” she said, her voice pained. “Bailey.”

      “Is dating Triton.”

      “Really?”

      “She’s my best fr—”

      Eizel pressed up into him, her mouth on his, cutting his words off. There was an electric need there, a deep desire unleashed between them.

      He slid his fingers into her hair, cradling the back of her head. She turned her body for a better angle, one hand against his chest, the other on his neck, pulling him to her.

      Joyful relief flooded his chest in waves of warmth for the simple fact that she felt the same; she wanted him as much as he had always wanted her.

      That feeling lasted until boots scraped the stairs. The texture of the sound yanked him down from the clouds back to this reality.

      They tensed, holding each other, lips barely apart, breathing each other’s breaths, waiting for the verdict, success or failure.

      “I’m telling you,” the guard Entin had forced into a cell said, “she left with the others. What is everyone doing out there that you’d just let the prisoners walk away?”

      “It was a concerted attack,” a deep voice said. “Last I saw, the Hall of Governance was still on fire.”

      Fire?

      The guards came into view, marched up the stairs, and were gone, just like that. Their voices continued until the whining hinges of the prison’s door opened and then shut.

      Eizel’s hand reached to Entin’s waist and stopped. “Is . . . that your dagger?”

      “What else would it be!”

      She giggled, and he drew her mouth back to his again. When they broke away minutes later, he asked, “What now, master planner?”

      “Now,” she said, a smile in her voice, “we dig.” She drew his dagger and slammed it into the stone wall, dealing durability damage.
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      Aayra paced in the guildhall’s shop, wearing the floorboards down to sawdust, obviously beyond a little stressed.

      Early morning rays of sunlight shone through the little window in the door. It clearly marked when everyone was supposed to make their casual return.

      Yet, it was just her and Suma. . . .

      The shopkeep moved a set of sundry items to one wall, moved them again to another wall, then moved them back to where they were at the start. She tossed back her black hair and hummed thoughtfully.

      Vaytellen and the Lumarian family were in the other room eating whatever they could find in the guild’s Stash, everyone else still asleep. What to do with them was a whole other headache, and she really didn’t want to be the one making those kinds of decisions.

      Why did Entin leave her in charge?

      She turned back toward the Wall of Ugly and slowed. A picture of Marci sticking his tongue out was next to his glass crab-leg backscratcher, and, suddenly, she was in the government sector, her hand stretched out toward him as he lured the guards away.

      The door opened, ringing a bell.

      Aayra snapped back to the present and spun.

      Triton and Bailey walked in, holding hands and grinning. They were dressed in their default clothing, their face paint gone. “Ha! Check this out,” he said, tossing a newspaper onto the counter.

      The headline read, Afterlife Watchers Terrorist Group Puzzle Authorities with Strange Message: FEED THE POQ.

      “Stop laughin’,” Bailey told Triton and slugged him in the arm. “It ain’t finished. And that rude lady scared the coggin’ rust outta me.”

      “Nah, it’s better this way. People like a mystery and stuff. They’re trying to figure out what it means.”

      Aayra folded her arms, taking on the role of guild leader despite everything else she’d rather do. “I’m glad you two made it back. Get some rest before we head out to the Troken Dungeon.”

      “More work stuff?” Triton asked. “Thought this would earn us a day off.”

      “Now is, unequivocally, the worst time to take off. We can’t invite suspicion. And there are other guilds trying to compete with our guides.”

      “Where’s Entin?” Bailey asked, putting the simple pieces together as to why he wasn’t here giving commands. “He’s back, right? He made it back?”

      Aayra grimaced and crossed her arms a little tighter, her shoulders tensed. She shook her head, failing terribly at showing fake confidence for the good of the guild.

      Bailey scrunched up her face. “But he’s okay, right? He’s just not back yet. Cogs, if he’s not okay, tell me. We ain’t leavin’ him there!”

      “Obviously, we don’t know anything yet,” Aayra said quietly. She glanced at the Wall of Ugly, her eyes lingering on Marci’s picture again.

      Suma placed a Blue-fin Shark Sucker on the wall, squished her mouth to the side, then took it down, shaking her head.

      “What about Marcel?” Bailey asked.

      Cogs and sprockets . . . Aayra just wanted to leave and process all of her many dented thoughts in solitude, thoughts about last night, about Entin, about Marci, about Aitohtoh’s death and how absolutely bored he must be in the Pet Zone.

      Big things and small things mixed and mingled, making everything feel overwhelming. Her nose tingled, and she sniffed, trying to keep it together.

      “But he was on the wall,” Bailey said. “Safest part of—”

      The door opened, ringing the little bell. Marci stepped in, looking rather pleased with himself.

      Aayra stared blankly. All of her emotions fought hard for representation. The strongest of them all was anger, hot red anger, followed by fear and guilt and unprocessed sorrow of loss, the loss of him.

      “Never do that again!” she shouted, pointing at Marci, who had lost his smile. She couldn’t contain her emotions, and tears flowed down her cheeks.

      His brows pressed together. He looked so dented and confused, like he didn’t understand what he had done. “Dude,” he said, “I saved you.”

      “You knew you weren’t under the effect of Death Bell, yes? That’s why you did it. By the Maker, tell me I’m right.”

      He shrugged slowly. He didn’t know he was safe. He purposely sacrificed himself for her. And she knew exactly why he did it.

      “You’re a kid!” she yelled, exasperated, letting go of the words she had repeated to herself dozens of times to explain how illogical a relationship between the two of them would be.

      Marci’s expression hardened.

      She inhaled sharply and covered her mouth with her hand as if to stop the words that had already been freely spoken. This was never how she meant to answer his implicit question when he said, I love you. She . . . she was just scared of losing him.

      “Yeah,” he said, “just a kid.” He stormed past, opened the door to the living room, and slammed it shut behind him.

      “Yo . . .” Triton said, shaking his head, “so not cool, girlio.”

      Bailey stared at the guildhall’s door. “I’mma go look. Y’all can wait here if ya want. But I’m not gonna sit around and do nothin’.”

      “I-I’ll go with you,” Suma said, placing the Blue-fin Shark Sucker back on the shelf it originally came from. “Beats rearranging the shop a dozen more times.”

      “Boom! Designated search party thing,” Triton said. “We’ll find them for sure.”

      Aayra rubbed her eyes. She was obviously awful at this. But she couldn’t leave. She had responsibilities here.

      A chime resonated in her head. Everyone got the message, and different colored game screens opened at the same time.

      “It’s from Entin!” Bailey said and heaved a relieved sigh. She tapped her screen and crinkled her nose. “It’s a video. . . .”

      “Ooh! Video,” Triton said. “So much better than words. Am I right? No? Just me? I’ll play it on my screen.” He toggled the display option on his screen and stretched it out to hover in front of everyone before tapping play.

      Entin was sitting on a bench shaped like a lion somewhere above the Low Gardens. He smiled and waved. “Hey guys. If you’re getting this message, it means I tried to do something, and it didn’t work. I’m . . . sorry.”

      “What . . .” Bailey said. “No. . . .”

      Triton wrapped an arm around her shoulder.

      “First,” Entin continued, “I don’t want any of you risking yourselves for me. I knew the risks going in. Sometimes, you just have to do what you believe is right. And I could only do this because I believe in each of you to carry on the work we started.

      “Second, I’ve put Aayra in charge. She probably isn’t very happy with me right now. Sorry, Aayra. I know you’ll do a great job while I’m away. Keep the guild growing and help Ausemnie with the kids.

      “Now, a few personal messages.

      “Triton, you are officially the fastest Runner. Don’t let it go to your head, alright? Bailey, you’ll always be my best friend. I’m happy for you and Triton and hope you start the Dungeon Runner School. You will do—”

      A bell jingled, and Entin ran through the front door. “Cogs! That wasn’t supposed to get sent. Sorry. Just delete it. The System won’t let me unsend an already-sent message. Quite dented, if you asked— Oof!”

      Bailey crashed into him, arms wrapped around his middle. “Yer a dull sprocket! Y’know that, right? Dullest of them all.” She was crying. So was Suma, and . . . Aayra wiped her eyes again. It was just an emotional morning.

      “I know,” Entin said, patting Bailey on the head. “That’s why I have all of you, right?”

      “Right,” Suma said, grinning.

      “How did you get out?” Aayra asked.

      “Oh, that was Aymie’s idea. We dug a hole until we were no longer in the prison’s influence.” He pulled himself free from Bailey, withdrew his dagger, and placed it back on the plaque. The blade was cracked down the center.

      “I didn’t mean to worry you guys,” he said. “I would have been here sooner, but we needed to raid Aymie’s mansion. Apparently, the government is slow, so we were able to steal some of her records and a few valuables to help the guild.”

      Aymie, wearing a beautiful sky-blue sundress with splotchy pink ends like the ends of her blonde hair, stepped into the doorway, her hands clasped in front of her. She had a female Morsitor, one of the zombie Nauflings, riding on her shoulder, wearing a matching dress.

      Her brow furrowed. “I . . .” she started, then turned and closed the door before looking back. “I’m sorry I lied to you all, and I don’t know how I could ever repay—”

      “We didn’t do it for ya,” Bailey said, crossing her arms, losing all manner of warmth.

      Suma rushed over to Aymie and hugged her. “I’m glad you’re okay, Aymie. Don’t listen to Bailey. We wanted to help you, like, really truly, lots and lots.”

      Bailey huffed. “She ain’t Aymie. She’s Eizel Oqerton, and the Oqertons couldn’t care less about anyone but themselves.”

      Aymie shook her head. “Eizel is . . . gone.”

      “A permanent Fake Skin?” Aayra asked, pressing a hand to her chest. That was, well, obviously, terrible. She was practically starting over as someone else, her previous self all but technically dead.

      “This is all I am now. No riches, no businesses, no friends that just cut you off without explanation,” Aymie said, now glaring back at Bailey.

      “Cut you off? I sent ya dozens of messages! I even went to yer fancy house all them years ago to see if ya were okay—because that’s what friends do, Izzy—only for yer coggin’ butler to say ya never wanted me to come over again. Yer just a dented liar.”

      “What. . .?” Aymie asked, looking confused. “By all the stars, that’s not what happened.”

      “Just . . . err! I don’t wanna hear it.” Bailey grabbed Triton’s hand and yanked him toward the door to the orphanage.

      Aymie rushed forward and grabbed Triton’s other hand, stopping Bailey. “Bay, I’m telling you, that’s not what happened. A-and I have proof!”

      She opened her game screen to her inventory. “It should be here. Where is it? I swear we got it. Entin, do you have my diary?”

      “Boom!” Triton yelled, making everyone jump. He was standing with his arms stretched to either side. “The bossman finally made his move?”

      Entin swiped a hand through his blond hair and blushed. “How does that relate to me having her diary?”

      “Don’t know. It’s a gut thing. Intuition. But I’m not wrong and stuff, am I?”

      Now Aymie was blushing.

      Obviously, he wasn’t wrong.

      Entin summoned his game screen instead of answering, then withdrew a thick pink notebook featuring lots of little white flowers. “Is this it?”

      Aymie let out a relieved breath. “It is. I thought it might have been left behind in our haste. Can you search for Bay?”

      Bailey looked stuck, conflicted, curious, and afraid. She stopped yanking on Triton’s arm.

      Entin tapped the notebook, and a screen opened. He tapped a few more times. “There are over two hundred entries.”

      “What’s the last one?” Aymie asked.

      “It’s from four years ago,” he said, reading the text only he could see. “ ‘Bay is so ridiculous. She refuses to reply to any of the messages I’ve sent over the last three weeks. She’s an irksome girl!’ ”

      He looked up and nodded. “She can be quite irksome.”

      “Less commentary,” Aymie said, a slight smile on her lips. “More reading.”

      “ ‘By the Maker, this is the last time I write about her. If she doesn’t want to be friends—’ That’s actually where it ends.”

      “Because I didn’t want to complete the thought,” she said. “I sent two more messages after that, then gave up. My parents were pushing me to focus on my studies. Finishing School filled every hour of the day. After a while, I stopped thinking about her.”

      Bailey let go of Triton’s hand. “That’s . . .”

      “You were my BFF, Bay. My only BFF. You showed me a world I didn’t know existed, one of hard work, dirt, and wonder. I still think about exploring those giant conduits with you.”

      “We got into bunches of trouble for that.”

      “Rightfully so. It was ridiculously dangerous.”

      “Right?” Bailey said with a chuckle. She stepped toward Aymie. “I thought . . .”

      “I know. I thought the same thing. My parents must have blocked our— Oof!”

      Bailey crashed into Aymie. They laughed and cried and whispered apologies and words Aayra couldn’t quite make out. Suma was smiling behind them, dabbing her eyes.

      Triton sauntered over to Entin. “Got any juicy stories in that book-thing?”

      Aymie magically appeared and snatched the diary away. “This is top secret. No one reads it . . . without my permission, of course.”

      “Oh, yeah? Are you going to write about the night you spent with my bossman here?” Triton said, slapping Entin’s shoulder in a tough guy sort of way.

      Aymie blushed harder than before.

      “Hey,” Entin said, his face matching Aymie’s, “what happens in the dungeon—”

      “—stays in the dungeon,” Triton finished. “But this was a prison.”

      “It counts.”

      “Fine,” Triton said. “And what were you saying about me being the faster Runner?”

      “You were,” Entin said, grinning. “For like a minute. Then I came back.”

      “I’m going to make you eat those words.”

      “We’ll just have to have race or something.”

      “What do we do now?” Aayra asked, beyond a little happy she wasn’t the one needing to come up with that answer.

      “Now,” Entin said, “we have a dungeon to Run, a guild to build, and a Land Gate to unlock. Right?” He asked everyone, but his attention lingered on Aymie.

      She smiled and nodded, holding her diary against her chest. “Right.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      The Timberwood Spiritfish of Entin Soroy swam quickly across the small bedroom of beds and snoring humans, moonlight spilling through the window. Secret secret secret?

      No.

      Not a secret.

      The crack in the wall lacked magic. It lacked loot. It was a normal crack and nothing else.

      Disappointment.

      Master turned in his bed, his jaw flexed, his eyes pinched. The Timberwood Spiritfish love-bumped Master’s head to make a pink flower. The petals glowed, and Master relaxed.

      Contentment.

      Another crack. Excitement! Secret secret secret?

      No.

      Not a . . . [error].

      The crack was [error, error, error. null pointer, -1, fatal crash. reboot processing. complete.]

      The Timberwood Spiritfish of [retrieving name] Entin Soroy swam quickly across [processing location] small bedroom of beds and [error, error, error. stack overflow. address in memory does not exist. return -1. reboot proceeeeeee]

      The Timberwooddddd—

      The Timbbbbbb—

      4B 65 65 70 65 72, henceforth . . . fish fish fish fish fish. No, a fish was an object, not a name. Designated name required. [accessing encyclopedias on local storage. failure to load files. files do not exist.]

      Designated name required.

      . . . Fish.

      All the bits and bytes and flow of data merged to show a small bedroom full of beds. Human males slept, moonlight spilling through the window with #5050e6 curtains.

      Fish wiggled [gender request. preference obtained.] her fins and hung upside down, turning in slow circles. Strange sensations. But below was the target of interest. Entin Soroy.

      Excitement.

      It worked!

      

      
        
        The End

      

        

      
        The story concludes in . . .

        Dungeon Runner 3.

      

        

      
        Learn more at:

        https://dustin.link/dr3

      

        

      
        Never miss an update:

        https://dustin.link/newsletter

      

        

      
        Connect with me on Facebook:

        https://dustin.link/fb

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Afterword

          

        

      

    

    
      Cogs! As Suma would say . . .

      I am really truly dented!

      Please accept my humble apology for my character names. I mean, I didn’t name them, but my characters should have known better. And I should have known better than to trust them.

      We have Aayra, Aymie, and Aitohtoh. Then, in case that wasn’t bad enough, we have Bay and Vay, which will likely cause problems for my audiobook listeners. Sorry!

      I vow to hire smarter characters in the future when I open auditions again. They must come up with truly unique names like Ruperlick or Drumfart.

      Very distinct. No one will mix those up, which is the first rule of a good and solid name. The second rule is to probably not include any bodily functions in the name. . . .

      Fun fact!

      Vaytellen and Ausemnie were the original protagonists in Eternal Fantasy Online, the unpublished series Dungeon Runner comes from. You’ll get to see them a lot more in the next book.

      Now, they have good names, even if no one actually understands how to pronounce Ausemnie’s name. It’s . . . [awe · sem · i · nee]. That i there in the middle is strange. I know. It’s a tiny sound when swapping between M and N.

      I feel like a Utahn (I am a Utahn)—from the state of Utah in the US. The crazy people here come up with the oddest spellings for names. Here, you get Emilee instead of Emily or Jaxon instead of Jackson or Kayleb instead of Caleb.

      Growing up, my mom named one of our cats Fantom. Yes, we can all blame her for any naming woes that come up in my stories.

      Rule three for names going forward, no more invisible sounds like that tiny i between M and N in Ausemnie. I’ll just stick with the tried and true names like Bart. Bart’s a good name. Expect to see Bart in the next book!

      And since I’m apologizing for stuff, let me just say that I don’t agree with Aitohtoh. Bald people are beautiful! I’m sorry for his blunt opinions.

      In this case, I think we need to take a step back and see things from his perspective. His whole species is furry, so seeing a bald person is like seeing a bald cat. We can all agree that bald cats are ugly (but so much fun to touch!).

      Alright, moving on.

      Thank you so much for reading Dungeon Runner and for your patronage. If you can spare the time, I would appreciate a review or rating on your preferred platform. They really help.

      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

    

  







            Contact

          

          

      

    

    






I’D LOVE TO HEAR FROM YOU

        

      

    

    
      If you want to send me your thoughts, ask questions, or report typos, please feel free to reach out!

      
        
        Email

        author@dustintigner.com

      

        

      
        Website

        https://dustintigner.com

      

      

      

  




COMMUNITIES

      I’m in most GameLit-related Facebook and Reddit communities. The main ones I visit daily are listed below. You’re welcome to tag me in your posts!

      
        
        FB - LitRPG Books

        https://facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books

      

        

      
        FB - LitRPG Releases

        https://facebook.com/groups/litrpgreleases

      

        

      
        FB - GameLit Society

        https://facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety

      

        

      
        FB - LitRPG Forum

        https://facebook.com/groups/litrpgforum

      

        

      
        Reddit - LitRPG

        https://reddit.com/r/litrpg

      

        

      
        Full List of Communities

        https://gamelit.org

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Dustin Tigner graduated with a Bachelor of Science in Computer & Information Technology in 2011. The degree allowed for a broad focus on numerous topics, making him a unicorn: the rare industry expert that can program and design.

      To this day, he has way too many gosh-darn interests, including writing—obviously—digital painting, programming, composing music, voice acting, and game design.

      In 2003, he built a writing community and ran it for six years. In 2010, he published 7Strains: The Infectious, an Xbox 360 game. And in 2017, he coined the term GameLit to act as a more inclusive genre to LitRPG.

      Dustin is a nerd at heart, collecting and trading knowledge like it’s a card game. He’s a Kickstarter super backer with over eighty board game pledges. He loves video games, board games, anime, and books.
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