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SUMMARY


Logan’s sophomore year was fine. Destroy an ancient evil. Solve a murder mystery. Tell way too many silverware jokes. No big deal.

His junior year, on the other hand, is shaping up to be the deadliest of them all. Shadowcroft Academy is hosting the Interschool Tournament, and though there is no Goblet, Logan and the Terrible Twelfth are about to find themselves tossed into the Fire.

With epic loot, lucrative sponsorships, and school bragging rights on the line, the tournament is guaranteed to be a bloodbath for all involved. Especially since a mysterious, masked dungeoneer with ties to Earth has set his sights on the tournament participants and is hellbent on wiping them out, no matter the cost.

Good thing the Terrible Twelfth has a bevy of new classes to help them rise to the occasion, including Cruelty Incorporated: The Business of Destruction, Runic Haiku: Utilizing Power Word Syllable Poetry, and the traumatizing Brews, Beers, and Bubbles – Alchemy for Everyone, taught by an oddball professor that no one seems to remember.

In short, it’s just another year at good ol’ Shadowcroft, with even more mushroom action, a crocheting minotaur, a surprising amount of twine, and interdimensional conspiracy theories out the wazoo.

But it’s mostly twine. Twine all the way down…
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CHAPTER ONE
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Logan Murray was the first to open the door to their new rooms in the Azure Dragon dorms. At first, Logan couldn’t believe how nice it was.

Marko Laskarelis poked him in the back with his lute. Marko wore his gem-studded robes over a jaunty vest. “Go on in, Logan. I’m dying to see where we’ll be living for our last year at the Shadowcroft Academy of Dungeons.”

“It’s not our last year.” Inga Thosa Therian sighed. “It’s our third year.”

“Really?” Marko asked, squinting in suspicion. “Pretty sure last year felt like two years, if not three. Also, this summer. Oh, man, and this summer was wild. That has to count for something, right? Also, also, I have a secret. I know something you don’t know!”

“Did you create another minion channeling an ancient evil?” Treacle asked from behind Inga. Little insects buzzed around the minotaur’s horned head. Logan was curious about them, but he hadn’t figured out a polite way to ask.

Marko didn’t have that problem. “For your information, Treacle, Steve was a one-time thing—I’m on the straight and narrow. No more screwups. On an unrelated note, what’s with the flies, Treac?”

Treacle’s eyes drooped and he snorted. “You have your secrets. And I have mine.”

Logan, Inga, and Treacle all towered over Marko, who was still a C-Class, Rank 2 Dungeon Satyr. He was weighed down with a big leather backpack and was pulling an enormous suitcase nearly bursting at the seams. With what, Logan had no idea, though if he had to guess he would say clothes. Marko loved accessorizing.

It had taken Logan a little while to get used to being so big. He had dark skin now, glossy black and covered with hard chitinous ridges. A round mushroom cap topped his head.

Inga still wore Melvin’s fedora on her bone-white hair, which was striking against her silvery skin. Her bushy antennae were as droopy as Treacle’s eyes.

“I have a secret too, though it’s more of a surprise,” she said, sounding perky despite whatever her antennae had to say about the matter. “Let’s get unpacked first and then we can really talk about our summer.”

It was funny. During the school year, they were inseparable. Such was the nature of the cohorts within Shadowcroft. During the summers, however, they rarely saw each other. They were just busy. Or, in Treacle’s case, the minotaur had spent a good portion of the summer traveling with Professor Ronnalg Crucible.

Inga had also done some traveling. She’d gone with Madame Orry Gammy to some kind of bureaucratic nightmare world. A place of endless red tape, snaking lines that never ended, and historic records that dated back past the oldest of dungeons. She’d mentioned something about searching some archives and file cabinets, but Logan didn’t know the specifics.

Marko, like Logan, had stayed on Arborea. However, both had been kept so busy, they hadn’t hung out.

Marko had lived and worked at the Wayfarer Inn in the Xiru Forest. That was bad for the goat man. On his days off, he’d stay there to drink at the same bar where he bartended. Marko had tried to cut way back on his booze consumption, but he was still drawn to a party like a fraternity moth to a homecoming bonfire.

As for Logan, he’d worked for the rector prime, Yullis Rockheart, like the summer before, doing all sorts of tasks for the grumpy gargoyle: trimming bushes, maintaining the grounds with the Treegees—a variety of plant, tree, and shrubbery creatures that acted as the staff at the Shadowcroft Academy for Dungeons—or acting as a chew toy for Rockheart’s Hellhounds. But the vast majority of his time was spent cultivating under the rector prime’s watchful gaze.

The gargoyle had grand designs for Logan and was determined that the fungaloid would live up to his full potential—even if it killed him.

Oddly enough, Logan had spent a lot of time with Chadrigoth Nobleblade. Rockheart had the abyss lord working right alongside the fungaloid when the abyss lord wasn’t helping Professor Ikgix in the Tartarucha Cells.

Logan and the rest of the Terrible Twelfth shuffled out of the hallway and into the main room of their new third-year dorms. To the left was a kitchen and a dining room table. To the right was a series of sofas and comfy chairs.

As for bedrooms, there were four in total, two on each side.

The suite was done in the Azure Dragon Clan’s colors—blue and gold. There was a gorgeous carpet covering the hardwood floor, showing Vilhelm Audax, the Celestial Ancestor who had started the Azure Dragon Clan thousands of years ago. The dragon rug matched a dragon tapestry in the living room.

There was a massive stone fireplace in the middle of the wall, with sliding glass doors on either side that let out to a sprawling balcony. Logan stepped through the doors and took in the view of the Golden Feasting Hall and the jutting turrets of the castle. Last year, they’d been on the Loch Endless side of the Azure Dragon Wing. Their new dorm was far nicer and the view was spectacular, but Logan would miss the murky depths of the lake. Last year, his room had an underwater window, which had allowed him to watch massive monsters of scales and fin glide past.

Logan walked back inside the main area.

Marko was on the couch, strumming his magical lute. For now, he wasn’t playing anything that might summon eldritch horrors, though that could change in a heartbeat. In fact, Logan could’ve sworn it was a Beatles song. Marko was sprawled out with his stuff around him, including a leather bandolier of magical throwing daggers, a drinking horn, and the featureless head of one of his creepy mannequins.

“We all picked our rooms already,” he said, idly fingerpicking at the strings. “You snooze, you lose.”

Logan offered the satyr a flat, unamused glare. “Come on, guys. I just stepped out onto the balcony. And I was in Rockheart’s utility shed again this summer. I want a nice room.”

Marko squinted at him. “Uh, what’s your definition of nice?”

Logan let his head fall back. “Dark. Moist. Can I say moist?”

“I wish you wouldn’t!” Inga called from the other room.

Marko pointed with a furry finger. “Don’t worry, buddy—we saved the perfect place for you. By the front door. I think you’ll like it because literally no one else did.” He drew his lips into a thin line. “Moist is definitely the right word for that place.”

Logan marched to the door and opened it. It was tiny, no windows, with a bed that took up a good chunk of the room. A desk took up the rest. The mattress looked stained. Mold was growing in several corners, dead leaves crunched underfoot, and there was indeed a curious dampness in the air that felt heavenly on his rubbery flesh.

Logan stepped inside, closed the door, and sprawled down on the bed. That wasn’t a stain. It was black mold! It made the bed oddly comfortable, even though his legs hung over the side. The room would’ve been pitch black if he’d had normal eyes. As it was, it was still dim even for his fungal vision. Marko was right—the room was a dream. He’d throw a digestion pit under the bed and maybe add a few Opal Truffles and God’s Eye Caps, then call it good.

He came out of his fungus closet and grinned. “You weren’t wrong, Marko. I do love it.”

Inga came out of her room to frown at Marko. “We’re going to be sharing this space. We need to keep it clean.”

Marko grimaced. “Does she think that’s going to be a thing? Because it’s probably not going to be a thing.”

Without replying to the satyr, Inga scooped up Marko’s stuff in her four hands and unceremoniously tossed it into Marko’s room. When she turned, Logan got a good view of her wings—black skulls tattooed on white.

“Thanks, Ing,” Marko said. “Really appreciate your help. Moving is so exhausting, am I right or am I right?”

“I tolerate more than my fair share of your eccentricities, including your incorrect usage of the word ‘bro,’ but I’m not at all excited about you calling me ‘Ing.’” She started for the kitchen, but Treacle beat her to it.

The minotaur tossed a handful his metal orbs into the kitchen. They landed on the floor with a series of clatters and clanks before transforming into a variety of steampunk contraptions that went to work making coffee and gathering snacks, including little powdered-sugar donuts. Treacle silently nodded at his creations and then trotted over and plopped down next to Marko. He let out a contented sigh, a small smile on his bovine face as his ears twitched and danced, thanks to the circling flies.

He looked happy. Which was good. Before, he’d seemed to be perpetually on the edge of existential crisis, but ever since facing off against Steve, the minotaur had developed a new zest for life. Maybe zest was a little strong, Logan thought. More accurately, he didn’t seem like he wanted to jump off a bridge at any given moment. Still, a step in the right direction.

Inga and Logan sat across from them. The moth woman had a binder of papers resting on her knee and was clearly excited to share whatever new info she’d dug up during her summer break.

Marko eyed the binder dubiously while absently swatting at flies. “Hey, Treacle, are you going to explain the bugs or what?”

“Fine.”

A walking tray, clockwork legs clanking, approached Treacle. He grabbed an offered bundle of wheat, exhaled, and looked down at it. “I got infected. It’s, uh, not contagious. Professor Crucible took me to his homeworld, Wamapawn. It’s a very crowded place, full of crafting and crafters. They have cog flies there, though, and they were attracted to my AFS Core.” He grimaced. “I’m diseased now.”

Treacle opened his coat and tapped the glowing white gem—his Augmented Fulgur Stone—in his stomach. It reminded Logan of Iron Man’s Arc Reactor. Like Tony Stark’s toy, the AFS gave the minotaur all the power he needed to run his many creations.

A thick blanket of wriggling flies swarmed his core. Treacle covered it with his coat, but they still buzzed incessantly around his head.

Logan caught one of the insects in his thick-fingered hand. Three fingers. Who needs more? He studied the fly, turning it over to get a better look at its belly and wriggling legs. The fly was actually made of cogs and gears and had tiny shimmering wings. Logan tried to smush it, but the bug’s metal body was surprisingly pliant. It fluttered away from him and rejoined its brethren circling Treac’s horned head like a living halo.

“How are you going to get rid of them?” Inga asked, cocking a bushy eyebrow. Then she answered her own question. “Come to think of it, I believe there’s a book on cog fly infections in the library. I can look.”

Treacle blinked. “Really? I was just going to live with it. It’s not so bad. Except at night. Then it’s bad.”

Inga shook her head. “No, we’ll get you fixed.”

Marko looked puzzled. “Didn’t you try to make frog machines to eat the fly machines?”

“’Course. It was the first thing I tried.” Treacle sighed. “But it didn’t work. The frogs ate the flies, but the flies infected the frogs. Then I was covered in frogs for a while. Ended up making cat machines, but then the same thing happened. I was covered in cats. At least the flies are small.”

Marko stood up. “Wait. I think I can help. This might be unpleasant.”

Inga immediately clapped her hands over her ears.

Treacle’s goggles snapped into place while metal plates popped out of his skull, wrapping his bovine ears in steel.

Logan was too slow.

He heard the first few licks of Marko’s horrific tune. Pink and gray tentacles burst forth from the pockets lining Marko’s gem-encrusted robes, each one tipped with a mouth full of needlelike fangs. Those tentacles lashed out, snapping up every single one of the cog flies.

By that time, Logan had covered himself in an extra layer of exoskeleton, creating a thick layer of fungal growth around where his ear holes were. He had passive Deafness Immunity—a new perk he’d unlocked after ascending to B-Class—but right now he was sorely wishing he could cause his own deafness.

As it was, Marko’s maniacal song was muffled, but Logan could still feel how very wrong it was. The sound crawled into his ears, bored into his eyes, and crawled beneath his skin as the air shivered around him. It was like all of reality had inexplicably gone out of tune. Thankfully it didn’t last long. With an elegant flourish, the satyr played the final chord and stood there, fist in the air. The mouth-tipped tentacles all vanished back into his coat.

Treacle stood up and grabbed the satyr, giving Marko the biggest hug. “You saved me! Marko, I can’t thank you enough!”

Marko laughed and danced back. “Any time, buddy. You can thank me with those little dough rings and some coffee, black coffee, as bitter as the dark tune I just played.”

“Better give him a cup of crude oil then,” Inga said, blinking her white luminescent eyes. “That was well and truly awful. Painfully bad. I feared for my sanity for a moment.”

“Aww.” Marko shot her a finger gun and a wink. “You say the sweetest things, Inga.” He sat down. “Any more secrets, Treacle? Anything else your awesome, amazing, and humble pal Marko can help you out with?”

“I thought I advanced to Azure Branch. But no. It was only some indigestion. Despite the cog flies, I did enjoy my time on Wamapawn.” The minotaur chewed on a stick of dry grass—wrapped in more dry grass like a bovine cigar—with relative contentment, looking relieved that the flies were gone.

Inga smiled and wiggled her bushy antennae. “We’re so very glad. I have to admit, my trip away from Arborea wasn’t as much fun as I’d expected.” Her antennae wilted a little. “I am looking forward to our classes this year, however. Madame Gammy said we’d have a new cultivation teacher. Also, for my electives, I’m taking a Cosmic Entomology class, so I’ll learn all about a vast variety of insects on various worlds. Madame Gammy and Shadowcroft talked, and I’m also going to do an independent study program archiving for our headmaster. That should be fun, going through all of his personal papers.”

Logan thought “fun” was the wrong word. “Wait. You said you had a secret. Where did you go again?”

“I wouldn’t say it was a secret. Like I said, more of a surprise.”

Marko looked doubtful. “You say surprise. But I’m worried it’s just more boring library stuff.”

Inga stood up and fluttered her big white wings. Silver dust filled the air. “Oh, so the knowledge of the universe is boring to you now? Because if you must know, I went to Tedium—to scour the sacred filing cabinets and the Millennium Codex. Madame Gammy and I helped them archive some of their older documents. And yeah, Billy Scales was mentioned. He was a real problem ten thousand years ago.”

“Any new information?” Logan asked hopefully. “Was that the secret?”

Inga sat down and crossed her arms. “Maybe. Maybe not. It’s likely just boring library stuff, after all.”

Treacle waved his wheat Slim Jim at the astral moth woman. “Tedium. Sure. That’s the Council of Dungeons’ homeworld. The Arcandor Initiative is there. And then there’s the Department of Universal Dungeon Efficiency. They’re going to be auditing the interschool tournament. That might be one of our classes. Maybe. If our cohort is chosen to compete.”

Marko put his lute aside. “Inga, I’m sorry,” he pleaded. “I take back what I said. Libraries sound far more interesting than a world literally called Tedium. Tell us your surprise.”

The apology seemed sincere.

“Well, if you really want to know…” She paused and a wide smile broke out across her face. “Guess who I saw in Arcandor Town?” Inga waggled her antennae.

“Ji-soo?” Marko’s eyes were wide. He had a crush on the Demonic Fox Fiend who worked for the Arcandor Initiative, an organization that hunted down dungeon cores who turned evil.

Inga nodded. “She asked me to say hi to you and Treacle. She also politely told me to repeat the warning she had for you, Logan. Go rogue and die. Her words. Sorry. That was the surprise, though I suppose it wasn’t really the good kind of surprise. As for my secret? I got bored on Tedium. I know bureaucracies are important, as are standard operating procedures, but sometimes the red tape is simply too red.”

Now that genuinely was a surprise. Normally, Inga embraced all manner of complexity, even the governmental kind.

“Treacle and I shared our secrets,” Inga said. “Marko and Logan, you’re next. What did you do all summer? Anything exciting happen?”

Marko had a blank look on his face. “I totally forgot what it was.”

As for Logan, he had no idea where to even begin.


CHAPTER TWO
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Logan swiped a fresh cup of coffee from one of Treacle’s walking steampunk serving trays. He was pretty sure those powdered-sugar dough rings wouldn’t rot—there were enough preservatives to keep even his mold from taking hold—so he’d have to find something else for his digestion pit.

He glanced at Inga, eyes darting toward a binder stuffed full of papers on her lap. He had to wonder what it was for.

“I don’t really want to talk about my summer. Can’t we just talk about our classes?” Logan asked. “So there’s a chance we’ll take the tournament class. If we get chosen. And we’ll have a cultivation class with the new teacher. He seems pretty impressive. He takes his students all over the multiverse, to different worlds rich in different kinds of Apothos. It should be amazing. Chadrigoth is excited to be training under him.”

Marko snapped his fingers. “Chadrigoth! Right! That’s my secret. You know how he woke up covered in chocolate sauce? I know who pranked him. Three guesses.”

Treacle finished eating his wheat. “The Gelatinous Knight would be too obvious. So it’s the Gelatinous Knight. Or Nemoy. Or both of them. I would guess both of them.”

“You didn’t need three guesses,” Marko bleated. “It’s because you’re so smart.”

Logan knew all about that. Chadrigoth had been napping on the couch in the Azure Dragon dorm’s common room. He’d been an easy target. “Chadrigoth knew who it was. It’s not like GK can walk around without leaving a slime trail.” Logan dropped his head. “He laughed. Chadrigoth laughed and called them scamps. And he kept finding chocolate sauce on him for days after that. Still, that cheerfulness. I hate to say it, but—”

“Is this your secret time?” Marko asked.

Logan rolled his eyes, but finally nodded. “Fine. My big secret is that I’m kind of liking Chadrigoth. He spent the summer either working in the Tartarucha Cells or dismembering me, but he wasn’t vindictive about it. He even apologized every time and offered me a ton of really solid advice. Rockheart is pretty sure that Chadrigoth is close to getting to A-Class, which means he’s probably not going to graduate with us. Looks like he might get bumped a year—academic fast track. I’ve got to admit, I think I might miss him, which is definitely not something I ever expected to say.”

“And we’re talking about Prince Chadrigoth,” Marko said.

“Yep,” Logan replied.

Marko tilted his head to the side. “We’re talking about the same Prince Chadrigoth that tried to kill all of us. Like more than once. That Prince Chadrigoth? The abyss lord?”

“Same guy. Like I said, I can’t believe it myself.” Logan scratched his cap. “Remember last summer, when I got so frustrated? It was endless torment, and I didn’t make any progress. This summer, Chadrigoth made it bearable. Also, hanging out with Professor Ikgix was interesting. He gave me some techniques that have really helped me take advantage of my knots. I also have some gossip. At least I think it’s gossip. But we should probably talk classes.”

“Classes! Yes!” Inga opened her binder. She sifted through pieces of paper. “I talked about my two electives, Cosmic Entomology and Shadowcroft’s Archivist. But we’re going to have the three other classes together. Either we’ll be taking Advanced Dungeon Theory or—fingers crossed—we’ll be selected to participate in the interschool tournament class. We’ll also have our third-year cultivation class with the new teacher, plus Cruelty Incorporated: The Business of Destruction. That’s our dungeoneering class. It will cover everything we need to know about dungeoneers—the most dangerous guilds, up-and-coming raiders to watch out for, as well as various historic dungeoneers.” She drummed her fingers on the binder in excitement. “There’s also a whole unit on the logical fallacies that raiders often use to justify their greedy, universe-destroying behavior. I’m very excited about that one, though I’m not sure who is teaching it.”

Treacle sighed. “I’m guessing you picked out our electives as well?”

Inga waved the paper. “Obviously.” She’d taken apart the course list and made all sorts of notes on the classes. “I’ve had access to the curriculum for a month now, and I talked at length with Madame Gammy and Shadowcroft.” She snorted. “So, yes, I think I know what’s best for you.”

Marko piped up. “Now there’s a phrase I’ve heard my entire life. I used to fight it. Now, I’m embracing it. If you want to figure out my life, Inga, then it’s less work for me. Tell me what I’ll be studying.”

Inga didn’t pause. “You and Logan should both take Brews, Beers, and Bubbles – Alchemy for Everyone. As much as I love and value both of you, you’re miserable at crafting. Mastering basic alchemic concepts should help you overcome that particular deficiency, and it will be interesting for both of you. Marko likes beer. And Logan—”

“Is basically a drug dealer,” Marko finished. “If nothing else, it will help him measure stuff in ounces, pounds, grams, and micrograms.”

“I am not a drug dealer,” Logan spurted. “I mean, sure, technically I have some fungal spores that have narcotic properties, but I’m only going to use them as lures. We’ll get the drug dealers into my dungeon, and then we’ll kill them.” Logan was only kind of horrified by what he’d just said. However, that was the job.

“An alchemy class does sound interesting,” Logan conceded.

Inga rolled her eyes. “That’s because it is interesting and perfectly suited for your build. It will also look great on your transcripts. Now, Marko, you really need to learn how to use your Apothos as effectively as possible. I think you should take Professor Nekhbet’s Dungeon Accountancy class. He’ll go through the evaluation process that the Department of Universal Dungeon Efficiency uses to audit dungeons. I was going to take it, but instead, I went through the Department’s standard operating procedures. I have a solid understanding of how their process works and the criteria they use. It was enlightening to say the least.”

Marko sat motionless, staring at her. “You just said a lot of super boring words. Inga, I love ya, but I’m not going to be taking another class from Nekhbet—not unless someone forces me at sword point. And even then, I might just consider dying. Especially if both Nekhbet and math are involved. I’m not a numbers guy, Inga. I’m pure poetry, babe. Pure. Poetry.”

“That’s why you need this class!” Inga said, getting visibly upset. “You need to understand the metrics behind the dungeons.”

Marko shook his head. “Sorry. I talked with Professor Toothbyte over the summer. He had some suggestions of his own. I’m still in the process of figuring it all out, but once I do, you’ll be the first to know.”

“I can’t say that I’m not devastated on a fundamental level,” Inga replied stiffly, “but I also expected you might feel that way. Please consider it.”

Treacle leaned forward. “What about me?”

Inga gave Marko one last frown, then turned her attention to the minotaur. “You were easy. I’m sure Professor Crucible talked to you about this already, but there’s an advanced off-world crafting class called the Mercy of Manifesting Armor. Normally, you’d have to apply, but I’ve already taken the liberty of doing that for you. It’s at the Waldorf School of Strategic Learning. You wouldn’t start until after the Forevergreen Festival.”

Treacle burped up cud and chewed it. “Yarp. I know about it. It’s taught by one of Professor Crucible’s brothers. They don’t get along. Even so, our Professor Crucible suggested it. Speaking of poetry,” he said, stealing a sidelong look at Marko, “Professor Crucible also thought I should take Runic Haiku: Utilizing Power Word Syllable Poetry.”

“Wait? There’s a class called Runic Haiku, and you didn’t think I would want that one, Inga?” Marko knocked one of his horns with a furry fist. “Time to get new friends. I would love a runic haiku class.”

“It’s advanced crafting.” Treacle swallowed his cud noisily. “You wouldn’t like it. It’s going to be challenging even for me.”

“You’ll love it,” Logan said, though he was surprised that haikus were a thing out in the big multiverse. For being so poor in Apothos, and so far away from everything, stuff from Earth had an awfully strange way of popping up. He still remembered when Shadowcroft had mentioned how much he liked the second Thor movie, which was insane considering how much better Thor: Ragnarök was.

“Guess that leaves me, Inga.” Logan found this helpful. There were a ton of different classes, and Inga did have the inside scoop on a lot of them. She was bossy, without a doubt, but she was also very helpful, and she always meant well.

Inga rifled through her papers. “So, you and Marko are doing the alchemy class together. I’m hoping you’ll encourage him to make something other than beer.”

Marko lifted a finger and offered her a watery grin. “Unlikely!”

Inga gave him a scowl. “I’m still mad at you. The Dungeon Accountancy class is perfect, but what do I know? I’ve only read over every single class option. For you, Logan, I found another off-world class.” She beamed. “It’s perfect. I applied, and they are super excited to have you. It’s a special fungaloid intensive class at Nightfall University called Mastering Mushrooms’ Magic: Protecting the Multiverse One Spore at a Time. You are extraordinarily fortunate because they only teach it once every five years. Like Treacle’s class, the fungaloid class starts after the Forevergreen Festival.”

Marko made a face. “Wait. Logan and Treacle are only going to have four classes until after the Forevergreen Festival? That’s not fair. I want four classes—or no classes, if that’s an option. Five is definitely too many, though.”

“Nonsense,” she said. “We should be happy about the extra work.”

“You might be happy about it,” Marko grumbled. Then he perked up. “I’ll go because I’m turning over a new leaf, but I don’t have to like it. I’ll tell you what I am excited about—the big welcome feast tonight. I love the dancing and the drinking and the celebrating.” He fell oddly quiet. “Though it’s possible folks aren’t going to be in a festive mood. Word in the corridors is that the Threshing didn’t go well. They lost ten students right out of the gate. Can you say bloodbath?”

“That’s too depressing to talk about it. Let’s just hope it’s not indicative of the year to come. We could use an easy, normal school year for once. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to settle into my room and get ready for tonight.” Inga stood and swept out of the common room, offering Marko one last glare before shutting her door shut a tad too hard.

“I think she’s got the right of it,” Treacle said, reabsorbing all of the various clockwork machines that had served them the little snack. “Might try to get a little shut-eye before tonight. I haven’t had a good night’s sleep since contracting those damnable flies.” He gave Mark’s shoulder a squeeze. “Thanks again.”

“Glad to help a friend,” Marko said, not leaving the couch. “It’s so great to be back, man.”

Marko waited for Treacle to lumber out of the room before turning to Logan. “Okay, now that they’re gone, we can gossip. A little bird told me that you and Tet were spending some extra time together this summer, too. She hit the Wayfarer every now and again.” He waggled his eyebrows at Logan. “Spill it! How are things between you two?”

“Fine.” Logan, Chadrigoth, and Tet had been tight over the summer. Logan felt bad. “Sorry I didn’t visit you more. I was just so wiped out at the end of every day.”

“Such a lightweight, man. Don’t worry. Tet never stayed long. She said she found the noise and people strangely relaxing.”

Logan nodded. “Tet’s a mystery. But I have another bit of gossip.”

Inga threw open her door. “Oh, that’s right! You have gossip. Do tell.”

“Uh, it’s probably nothing. Chadrigoth and Lady Elesiel broke up. Actually, she’s now with Jimi Magmarty. Things with the First Cohort might be a little tense this year.” Logan then had to correct himself. “Or they won’t be. Part of me thinks Chadrigoth is handling it well. Another part of me is waiting for him to lose it. He might snap in the opposite direction and become more murderous than ever.”

Marko grinned. “No way. You and he are best friends now. And Tet makes three.”

“You aren’t wrong,” Logan said.

Tet was great, but the cat girl could be strange at times. That probably came with the territory. She’d grown up in a death cult—that kind of thing would make anyone weird.

“Can I see your room, Marko?” Logan asked.

The satyr wrinkled his nose and shook his head. “Sorry, pal. I unleashed some horrors in there when I bopped in. I’m waiting for them to eat each other before I go in there. Don’t want to lose you to some nameless hell spawn that will devour your sanity. We still have to brew beer together.”

“And make other stuff!” Inga called from her room.

That made Marko roll his eyes. But he was kind enough to shout to her, “You know it, Inga. We’re going to make alchemy. It’s going to be delicious.”

Logan was glad to be back with his friends. Hopefully, their third year would be less intense than their first two. But with the interschool tournament looming over them like a sword of Damocles, Logan had the distinct feeling that year three might not be any more peaceful. He couldn’t literally cross his fingers anymore—his digits were too thick for that—but he was metaphorically crossing his fingers in the hopes that some other cohort would be chosen to compete.

Although, he had to admit that if the Terrible Twelfth got passed over, he would also feel a little cheated. Some part of him wanted to enjoy the full Shadowcroft experience, and that meant playing all of its strange reindeer games.


CHAPTER THREE
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At the welcome dinner that night, Logan and the Terrible Twelfth sat at their usual table near the back of the Golden Serpent Hall, which offered them a great view of all the incoming freshmen. Well, the ones that were left after that year’s tragic threshing anyway.

Logan didn’t much care about the food being served. Marko had found a Wayfarer Inn breakfast burrito at the bottom of his suitcase, and Logan had tossed it into his digestion pit along with some moldy bread and a chicken carcass. Still, he didn’t want to be rude, so he drank some raspberry lemonade and nibbled on pretzels. Eating and drinking seemed like wasted energy at this point, but appearances mattered.

“Magmarty, you’re so hilarious,” Lady Elesiel of Everstar—Undead Queen and Chadrigoth’s former girlfriend—tittered from the next table over. The lich queen and the earth golem were sitting with Fractilla, the ice imp, and the rest of the Ninth Circle. Elesiel and Jimi must’ve made friends with Fractilla and her friends during their Offensive Dungeon Design Class the year before.

Magmarty, Chadrigoth’s former right-hand man, and Lady Elesiel were practically hanging off each other. Elesiel fed chunks of raw meat into Magmarty’s rocky maw; the meat sizzled as it cooked inside his mouth. The frosty, undead queen kept stealing secretive glances at Chadrigoth, who was sitting with Logan, Tet, and the rest of the Terrible Twelfth. Logan had never been great with relationships, but even he could see that Elesiel wasn’t over the abyss lord; she was obviously trying to make him jealous, not that it seemed like it was working.

Chadrigoth had a plate piled high with fruits, vegetables, and some fragrant saffron rice. He was as big and blue as ever, though he’d started wearing a black choker with matching black leather bracelets. They actually went well with his long black horns.

Tet Akhat glanced at his tray. The feline sandmaster had several strips of steak along with a liver paste and a few chunks of chicken.

Chadrigoth grinned. “I’m going vegan,” he said. “You know, I can’t help but feel bad for the little animals.”

“You’ve probably murdered a hundred dungeoneers,” Tet replied, her voice as dry as the deserts she’d once called home.

“Well yeah,” he said with a shrug, “but they’re bad. I mean, they’re actively destroying reality. We’re trying to save it, including all the animals and stuff. You should consider trying it, Tet. You’d think going vegan would hinder your growth, but I’ve made more gains than ever.” He lifted an arm and flexed an enormous blue bicep.

One of Tet’s ears twitched in annoyance. “I am a carnivorous feline dungeon core. I will not try it.” She slowly dragged her chicken through the liver paste as though to prove her point. “Besides, our true nourishment comes from Apothos.”

“That and stuffed corn tubes!” Marko had a stack of what looked like taquitos, with three different sauces—sour cream, guacamole, and a spicy salsa, though he didn’t call them that. They were white, green, and red yummies according to the satyr.

Treacle ate wheat stalks wrapped in grass and drank copious amounts of dark beer.

Inga poured syrup on everything, including her steak, and followed it up with a collection of cookies and melted ice cream.

“Oh, look there.” She pointed with her spoon. “See that half-faced man over there. He’s one of the incoming freshmen. His name is Ducalt. He had a sister—the other half of him—but she got killed in the Threshing.”

Logan turned. The guy only had half of a head. Other than that, he looked normal enough, with two arms, two legs, and a white toga edged in gold.

Chadrigoth looked genuinely pained. “That’s rough. Being the surviving twin, his dungeon core will only have half the Apothos. We should be extra friendly to him.”

Inga’s smile lit up her face. “Yes, yes we should.” She reached up and absently touched the fedora resting on her gleaming white hair. “I still feel bad about Melvin.”

“Don’t remind me.” Marko sighed. “Those cherry turnovers were heavenly. Such a shame we were so mean to him.”

Tears shined in Chadrigoth’s eyes. He reached out and took Marko’s furry hand. “I know, buddy, I know. But we are not our pasts. We are our futures, and our futures start today, and those futures will never end. For we are timeless creatures, destined to be together. Forever. And ever. And ever.”

Marko slowly withdrew his hand. “Yeah. Okay. What you just said might be super wise. Or it might be super creepy. I don’t know. I’m surprised you’re sitting with us, big guy.”

Chadrigoth wiped the tears from his eyes. “Things with Lady Elesiel and Jimi Magmarty are strained at the moment.” He shot a look toward the two. “I mean, we’re still the First Cohort, and we are amazing, but my change of heart has taken a bit of getting used to. Lady Elesiel doesn’t really like this new version of me. She wants me to go back to being like I was before, and that’s… well, it’s just not me anymore. It’s been really hard for both of us, but sometimes people change and grow apart, and it winds up being for the best.”

“That is quite profound and very mature of you, Chadrigoth,” Inga said.

“Thanks,” he said. “I’ve grown a lot since we all almost died at the hand of Marko’s possessed minion. Sure, it’s been tough. I lost my entire identity, my girlfriend, my best friend, and the respect of my family—not that they ever really respected me—but thankfully, I still have Logan. I feel more connected to him than ever, even though we haven’t been symbiotically bonded for… three months, one week, two days, and forty-seven minutes.”

“Now that’s creepy.” Marko pointed a taquito at him.

Tet gestured to the severed twin. “Looks like he’s been put into a good cohort. They’re calling it the Backstories. He’s teamed up with a swamp dragon, a shadow lamia, and a hill giantess. It seems all of them have very tragic backstories.”

Up front, Shadowcroft rose from where the professors were eating and approached the podium. The great hall fell into a hush, the air thick with anticipation.

Logan recognized all the teachers, from the very fashionable couple—Yullis Rockheart and Arketa the Hellgazer—to the shark-headed John Toothbyte, and on to Professor Bartholomew Nekhbet, who looked like he’d just come home from a hard day working at an accounting firm. The birdman sat next to the tiger-headed Professor Suresh the Merciless, the Cunning, and the Bloodthirsty. The Rakshasa was wearing a sequined white tuxedo. The glittering sequins matched his diamond jewelry—rings, bracelets, necklaces, and earrings. Professor Suresh looked like the front man of a Poison cover band who might start singing power ballads at any minute.

Logan wondered where their new cultivation teacher was. He saw their old professor, Moonbow Rainsap. The naga was sipping tea and looking as serene as ever. His exact opposite, in every way, was Zuzanna Zantho. The fairy fetch was in full Greek armor and wore her customary scowl. She had a miniature table sitting on top of the full-sized table. When not staring daggers at the students, she was busy gulping down tiny cups of beer and eating schnitzel with a knife and fork, held in the European style, like she’d just as soon be carving up a wild boar.

Shadowcroft waited patiently at the podium. His beard was very green. A few flowers sprouted from the grass growing from his scalp. He raised his tree-branch arms. He was a Treowen, and ancient, even for a tree guardian. “Welcome, students, welcome to our very important academy.”

Before Shadowcroft could say his catchphrase, Chadrigoth stood and raised a fist. “We are alive, and we can do wonderful things!” He sat back down.

All eyes turned to take in Logan’s table.

Marko waved to his many friends.

Inga and Tet closed their eyes; they looked like they wanted to physically melt through the floor.

Logan and Treacle exchanged glances. So this was their life now.

Shadowcroft smiled. “Yes, Chadrigoth Nobleblade. Yes, that is exactly right. You took the words right out of my mouth. This year, my friends, is a special year indeed. Our fourth-years will spend most of their time in various work-study programs, and I’m excited to say, we even have some students who will be sent to Eritreus.”

He paused for applause.

Tet clapped politely, but Chadrigoth didn’t. He put a hand over his eyes. “I am so triggered. Even the name of my homeworld is hard to hear. A ton of bad memories! I have a lot of work still to do, that’s for sure.”

Logan didn’t know what to say. Chadrigoth’s homelife had been rough.

Shadowcroft quieted the crowd. “I am also happy to announce that we will be hosting the interschool dungeon tournament this year, and the top three cohorts from our third-years will be competing for the honor of our illustrious institution. They’ll even have their own special tournament class to prepare them for the challenges ahead. Should I announce who they are now? Or should I wait?”

Marko leapt up onto the table. “Now, Skip! Announce it now! The anticipation is killing me.”

“It’s Headmaster Shadowcroft to you, maggot!” Professor Zantho roared, flipping over her tiny table in a fit of rage. For being so small, she had a voice like a bullhorn.

“Sorry!” Marko sat down and whispered to his friends, “Do you think it’s us? I mean, I think it might be us. It could be, right? Right?”

“Calm down, my little goat friend,” Chadrigoth soothed. “You’ll see soon enough.”

Marko sipped his beer, grinning. “I’m little. I’m a goat. He’s not wrong.”

Now that Logan and Inga had evolved to B-Class, Marko was the smallest of them. Even Tet was taller and more muscular.

Shadowcroft motioned to the front-row tables. “Although we have many accomplished students amongst the third-years, it should come as no surprise that the First Cohort will be competing on behalf of our school. And let me take this moment to let you all know that for the past decade, Nightfall University has won. Really, they’ve dominated the tournament for fifty years. I’m very tired of hearing their headmistress, Lolozi Webbs, throw that cursed fact in my face. So, Chadrigoth, I hope you can help us take home the trophy and break this losing streak of ours.”

Chadrigoth stood up and cleared his throat. “I’ll do my best, headmaster, but I have to say, there are more important things than winning. Friends. Good food. The satisfaction of a job well done. Besides, at the end of the day, I might not be the most powerful dungeon core here, but if I am, I will try to do my school proud.”

He sat down, the wooden bench squealing beneath his formidable weight.

“What a moron,” Jimi Magmarty muttered, loud enough for Logan to hear.

Professor Zantho snapped her fingers and pointed at Jimi. She drew a thumb across her throat. Jimi didn’t say more.

Shadowcroft appeared a bit puzzled about Chadrigoth’s humble words, but he then pointed at Fractilla the ice imp. “Though the First Cohort is the clear front-runner, the Ninth Circle will also compete. You must be very proud, Professor Suresh, that your—”

Suresh popped up instantly. “Yes, I am proud of Fractilla, Larry, Toygee, and Sadako. Please stand. Please let everyone look upon you and despair.”

The Ninth Circle was comprised of the ice imp, Larry the snow golem, Toygee the gecko behemoth, and Sadako, a rather generic-looking lady-in-white ghost. All stood up and bowed.

Suresh beamed like a proud father. “I am so very excited to not only teach the tournament class, but to guide this exceptional cohort to victory. And now, let’s talk about the many field trips that the first- and second-year students will be attending. Also, we should note that the upper classmen will be able to take off-world classes during their second semester.”

“That is all very good, Suresh,” Shadowcroft said, sounding mildly amused, “but we are not quite done with the announcements regarding the tournament. There is still one more cohort that will be participating. As you know, Suresh, we didn’t merely take our normal standings. We have analyzed every cohort to see who will give us the best chance of winning this year. Have I explained how much I want to win? Chadrigoth’s wise words aside, sometimes it feels good to have a solid victory under your belt.”

Suresh switched from proud lion to annoyed kitty, his striped tail flicking in agitation. “The Ninth Circle shall clench victory for our vaunted academy, headmaster. No one cares about the leftovers.”

“I happen to care,” Shadowcroft said. “Although not conventionally strong, I believe the last cohort has a very good chance of bringing home the trophy. Logan, Inga, Marko, and Treacle.” Shadowcroft gestured to them. “Please, all of you stand up. Despite your nom de plume, the Terrible Twelfth are in fact quite extraordinary and will be the third cohort to compete in this year’s games.”

The Great Hall broke into thunderous applause as they stood. Although Logan and his friends weren’t the strongest dungeon cores around, they were folk heroes of a sort, especially among the dungeons that were often overlooked or undervalued. They were losers, washouts, and none had come from privileged families of powerful backgrounds; yet despite everything stacked against them, they had stuck together and endured, winning the respect of even those who had once hated them.

Marko, naturally, lapped up the attention. “We will not let you down. We’ll find a way to win. We always have in the past. Because we are heroes. And universally adored. And for those who aren’t clapping…” He pointed at his eyes and then pointed at the crowd. “I know who you are. I know where you sleep.”

Inga pulled him down.

Shadowcroft shuffled through some papers. “Very good. Very good. Now, in other news, we do have some exciting field trips planned for our first- and second-years. And yes, the upper classmen as well as the third-year cultivation class will be going off-world. I’m sorry to say, our new cultivation teacher, Darnol Zeggenerschwar, wasn’t able to join us. He’s actually at the Sacred Hollow, tying another knot in his core and increasing his power. Other professors couldn’t attend for more mundane reasons.” Shadowcroft looked disappointed.

Logan noticed that Professor Ikgix, the Threshing Turtle, wasn’t there. Logan hoped the ancient tortoise was okay.

Shadowcroft continued. “We are going to try to make sure the tournament doesn’t disrupt things too much. And speaking of disruptions, you might see representatives of the Department of Universal Dungeon Efficiency lingering about. Do not be alarmed. On top of hosting the interschool tournament, they have decided to audit us, which hasn’t happened in five hundred years. Their timing, as always, is extraordinary, though I have no doubt we shall pass with flying colors.”

Shadowcroft sounded confident, but his professors all took that moment to gulp down their drinks. Yullis Rockheart, the rector prime and Shadowcroft’s sergeant at arms, even looked a bit unsettled. He quickly hid his discomfort with raw, unrefined rage.

“But above all, my friends,” Shadowcroft said, “let’s remember, even when the days are difficult, as long as we have uncracked cores, there is hope for a better tomorrow. The work we do here is vital in saving the multiverse from those who would plunder every bit of energy for their own selfish gains. We are here for the Tree of Souls. Always remember that.” His arm lengthened so he could grab his wineglass. He lifted the glass high. “For the Tree of Souls!”

“For the Tree of Souls!” The entire room toasted him.

Logan drank his lemonade and thought about the Department of Universal Dungeon Efficiency for a minute. Then he laughed. “It’s an acronym. D. U. D. E. That spells ‘dude.’ Do they audit schools?”

Inga nodded. “Most of the time, they audit dungeons to make sure nodes are being properly protected. Most dungeons are held accountable by the dungeoneers and a sense of self-preservation. But sometimes, that’s not enough. The Department has certain criteria that all dungeons have to meet. Otherwise, they are removed from their nodes.”

“What are they doing here?” Logan asked.

“It is a bit unusual, but they can also audit schools just like they audit dungeons,” Inga replied. “I’m not concerned. The Shadowcroft Academy is a bastion of efficiency. It shall pass with the highest marks, I’m sure.”

“Of course it will.” Chadrigoth rose. “I’m going to go welcome Duvalt and the Backstories. This is my chance to make amends for all the freshmen I’ve tormented over the last couple of years. Wish me luck!”

Marko also stood. “And I have to go give GK a very slimy hug. Don’t worry, I’ll be cordial to Nemoy, even though that elderly mermaid is not a good egg. Mark my words. He’s bad. But I’ll be nice. Right, Chadrigoth?”

“Right, my little goat friend.”

Treacle chewed his cud—a little after-dinner dessert—while he watched the two depart, carving their way through the crowds and the packed tables.

Logan still had a bunch of questions about the Department and the audit they were doing that year. He also wasn’t quite sure about the tournament and why they needed a whole class to prepare for it. There was still so much he didn’t know about this world. But one thing was clear. His third year at the Shadowcroft Academy for Dungeons was going to be as busy as ever. He just hoped it would be slightly less deadly…


CHAPTER FOUR
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Logan decided to do some decorating in his room before the real work of the school year began. It was always important to have a space just for yourself, especially after a long day of classes and brutal cultivation.

He added God’s Eye Caps, a fungal growth used in Core-purifying elixirs. It gave his cozy quarters a nice blue glow from the bioluminescent spores. He filled the corners with Ashvein, a mushroom that could be used as a mild anesthetic, but was more often employed as a narcotic. It was one of the key ingredients in a drug called Purple Daydream, and there were any number of unscrupulous criminal organizations who would pay top dollar to get their hands on the stuff. Precisely the reason Logan had picked it.

Dungeoneers and drug dealers all rolled into one. That was a win-win as far as he was concerned.

And despite it being so dangerously addictive, Logan found Ashvein incredibly pretty—they had pearlescent stems with shaggy purple-and-cream-colored caps. He also germinated some Opal Truffles, which sprouted into dark fungal balls. Not pretty. But very tasty. He’d used them to bribe Professor Arketa during his first year. Every so often, Logan would still slip her some on the sly, because a happy Arketa the Hellgazer meant a happy Yullis Rockheart.

These days the rector prime was in a pretty good mood, since he was training two of Shadowcroft’s best students. Rockheart had put Logan and Chadrigoth through their paces during the summer, though that was going to change, since all of the third-years would be training with the new cultivation instructor, Darnol Zeggenerschwar. Logan would never say anything to Rockheart, but secretly, he couldn’t wait. The rector prime was an amazing teacher, but his style definitely leaned toward the strength-through-pain model. Last year’s cultivation instructor, Moonbow Rainsap, had taught Logan that raw physical conditioning could only advance a core so far.

If Logan wanted to break out of the B-Ranks, getting mauled by Rockheart’s Hellhounds wasn’t going to do the trick. He sincerely hoped Professor Zeggenerschwar would have some answers.

Logan and the rest of the Terrible Twelfth showed up at the Akros Coliseum, bright and early on the first day of school, ready to push themselves to new heights. Like at the welcome dinner, Chadrigoth and Tet hung out with Logan and his friends, while Lady Elesiel and Jimi Magmarty milled about with the Ninth Circle.

Fractilla, the ice imp, gave Logan an embarrassed little wave.

There was no bad blood between Fractilla and Logan, but it was clear that the lich queen and the earth golem were talking smack about Logan and Chadrigoth and the events of the prior year.

“Too bad Ed the Rot Troll died,” Jimi sneered, loud enough for everyone in a half-mile radius to hear. The magma golem was anything but subtle. Or quiet. “Ed was awesome. But I really miss Melvin. Did you notice? There weren’t any transfer students this year. It’s probably because they’re scared that a certain fungaloid might ‘accidentally’ kill them.” He used air quotes when he said accidentally, shooting a meaningful look directly at Logan.

“It certainly does hurt Shadowcroft’s reputation.” Lady Elesiel sniffed.

It made Logan want to win this interschool tournament even more. Shadowcroft was a strange school, no doubt about that, but it was also his school. A fact he took pride in.

Rockheart strutted across the iceblade grass with what appeared to be another human following in his wake. The newcomer was built like a professional wrestler—muscles on top of his other muscles—and was dressed like he had come straight from basic training. That or an ’80s action movie. Cammie utilities. Polished black boots and bloused camouflage bottoms. His enormous biceps—like watermelons shoved inside a tube sock—were plastered with camo paint. As was his face. His hair was sandy brown and shorn down into a sharp crew cut.

He wore a black duty belt across his belly—the kind of thing drill sergeants wore over their cammies—and at its center was a green and black tiger-striped core. Slung around his ham hock of a neck was a shiny chrome whistle.

Was this some kind of soldier turned gym teacher dungeon core?

“Okay, people, let me have your attention.” Rockheart was wearing a very dapper purple vest and a red velvet smoking jacket along with a golden necklace. The gargoyle griffin always dressed to impress, but this outfit was especially stylish. In his right claw was a leather suitcase. The rector prime looked like he was on his way out of town, maybe to a poker tournament in Vegas.

Logan noticed something else that was strange. A second utility shed had been erected—right next to the shack where Rockheart stored his exercise equipment during the school year. It had served as Logan’s home away from home during the summer. He’d suffered many a hot, dry night on a cot in there.

Darnol Zeggenerschwar blew his whistle. “Guten Tag, students. Listen to me now, but believe me later, I’m here to train you. It will be good training, ja, it will. It will be PAIN training. Who knows what PAIN stands for?”

Logan blinked. The action movie dungeon core sounded exactly like Arnold Schwarzenegger.

While Logan stood there dumbfounded, Inga raised her hand. “It stands for Progressive Apothos Intensity N-energy. I have to say, the acronym seems rather forced and redundant.”

“No one asked your opinion,” Lady Elesiel hissed, glowering at Inga while she folded her arms across her chest.

Inga glanced around. “It’s obvious that no one else memorized the syllabus, so I answered the question and offered my opinion.”

Darnol blew his whistle. “That’s enough. The name of the class doesn’t matter. PAIN training matters. We’ll be doing many of the exercises here, on this field, ja, but we will also be exploring PAIN training in other places. Locations where you can maximize your Apothos. We’ll use the BYE portal. Ja, the Branches that Yield Everywhere will take us off-world. Very exciting. For you, lich queen, we’ll find a nice necropolis. There’s a volcano world for the earth golem. Each of you will try different places. We’ll have elixirs, we’ll have new cultivation techniques, and you’ll see many very beautiful places. Listen to me now. Believe me now. This class will be challenging, ja, but it will be your best class.”

Logan shook off his shock. Okay, so his new cultivation trainer Darnol Zeggenerschwar looked and sounded like a cheap knockoff of a renowned action star. Weirder things had happened since coming to Shadowcroft. Not many. But a few. It was a big universe, he reminded himself. The important takeaway was that he and his friends were going to get to explore the multiverse and do on-site cultivation. He’d loved the field trips that he’d been lucky enough to go on so far. And his experiences at the Sacred Hollow, in the Tree of Souls itself, had been life-changing.

“Why don’t you tell us a little about yourself, Professor Zeggenerschwar?” Rockheart nodded at the professor.

Darnol didn’t pause. “Ja. Listen to me now. I’m originally from Ogeratz. I grew up in the ogre culture, but I wanted more from life than dung beer and fried swamp cheese. I got recruited a couple hundred years ago and attended Shadowcroft. Graduated with honors, then found a job teaching cultivation at the Waldorf School for Strategic Learning. But it was always my true dream to return here.”

“And he’s come back in a very triumphant way,” Rockheart said. “Professor Zeggenerschwar—”

“Professor Darnol is fine.”

“Yes, very good. Professor Darnol has a very good reputation among the schools, but his PAIN techniques, a kind of work-study cultivation, has given him so many honors, we’ve lost count of his awards.”

Darnol hadn’t lost count. “Seven, Yullis. I’ve won seven awards. Ja. And I hope to win eight this year.”

Logan had a zillion questions. He raised his hand. “Can I ask what kind of dungeon core you are?”

Darnol tapped on his green-and-black-striped core gem. “Listen to me now. As I said, I was born an ogre, but I have assumed the form of Human Variant with a little-known Class-Type: the Alpha Solider. My class excels in ranged weaponry, survival techniques, hand-to-hand combat, and slowing down time.”

“Does that mean you can do slow-motion action sequences?” Logan asked.

“Ja, precisely. We also have a specialization in heavy armor, though I don’t go around wearing my kit. Typically, when not on the field of combat, I like to wear comfortable clothes with good breathability, especially when I’m traveling, which I do all the time. Ja, and we’ll be traveling today. I want to show you all the splendors of Paradeesos. It’s what’s known as a myriad world since it has a myriad of Apothos energies. It has sunset waterfalls and sunrise rainbows every day. The forests echo with the laughter of cosmic pixies. No predators. I repeat. No predators.”

Logan squinted. Really? An Alpha Solider class specialization who could perform slo-mo action sequences. That sounded… dubious, at best. The fact that he was also clearly cosplaying Arnie from the 1985 classic movie Commando didn’t help ease his suspicions. Nor did the predator reference.

Rockheart nodded. “As you know, for most classes, you won’t start your off-world instruction until second semester. This will be the exception. Cohorts, please follow Professor Darnol, and he’ll take you to the BYE portal.” The assembled dungeon cores started shuffling after the new cultivation teacher, talking excitedly amongst themselves in hushed whispers.

Rockheart pulled Logan back as he made to leave. “Not you, Murray. Not the rest of your cohort either. I have something special for you four. It won’t have the beauty of Paradeesos, and yes, it’s a shame you won’t be seeing that wonderful world anytime soon, but trust me, what I have in store for you will push you to your very limits. Far more than anything Professor Darnol could do to you.”

“But I like my limits,” Marko complained. “I’m very comfortable with my limits.”

Rockheart didn’t even dignify Marko’s outburst with a response.

Chadrigoth and Tet paused before they left the practice field. Both looked confused and a little sad to be leaving the Terrible Twelfth behind. But they turned and followed Professor Darnol and the rest of the students out of the Akros Coliseum.

Rockheart walked over to the first row of arena seats and set his suitcase down. “All of the cultivation professors met to discuss your training regimen for this year—myself, Darnol, Moonbow Rainsap, even the headmaster—and we all agreed that you four need something a bit more this year to really push you to the next level. What we decided upon might break you, and if it does, then you never deserved to be in this school in the first place. This is a gamble. We understand that.”

The more Rockheart talked, the more Inga’s bushy antennae shriveled. She looked terrified.

Treacle opened one of the compartments on his arm and retrieved some long stalks of hay wrapped in wheat. He offered some to Inga. “Would you like something to eat to calm your nerves?”

She shook her head.

Treacle munched down. “We should’ve known we’d not be able to go to this Paradeesos place. My hopes were raised for a moment. And now I reside where I am the most comfortable. Crushing disappointment.”

Marko was a bit more dramatic. He took a few running steps toward where Darnol and the rest of the cohorts had gone. Then he ran back. “But it’s a paradise planet, Professor. You don’t understand. I was made for paradise planets. It’s my thing. Are you sure we can’t go?”

Rockheart scowled at the goat man in clear disgust. “Laskarelis, you get back with your cohort and stand at attention. Of course I understand. You four might be nervous about the training, and we understand that. We are nervous giving it to you. But like most things at this academy, it’s succeed or die. Your potential demise is a price we are collectively willing to pay—especially if it might in any way contribute to helping us win the tournament this year.”

Logan knew complaining or fighting wasn’t going to do a thing to get them out of whatever torture the rector prime had in store for them. He steeled himself. He’d been torn apart before. He expected to be torn apart again.

Rockheart looked into his eyes. The gargoyle griffin smiled. “Don’t worry, Murray. You might have lost out on a field trip to paradise, but I have twine.”

He pulled out a huge, gnarly, nasty tangle of twine the size of a basketball. He tossed it to Logan. “You will unravel that ball of twine. You will work on it in this class, and you will work on it outside of class. You will not pass this cultivation training until you’ve completely untied every inch of that ball of twine. I want it coiled up nicely as well.”

Logan rolled the ball of twine in his hands. He couldn’t even find a single strand that was sticking out.

Marko laughed. “Don’t worry, man. You can Gordian knot that mofo.”

Logan chalked up Marko’s knowledge of the Gordian knot to the weird Earth stuff that seemed to permeate the universe. Like Marvel movies and J.R.R. Tolkien. Apparently, he could add Arnold Schwarzenegger to that list as well.

“No!” Rockheart snapped. “You can’t simply cut it. Every inch of twine needs to be in the coil once you get it unraveled.”

Logan realized his six fat fingers were going to be terrible tools for such a task. It would be like trying to untie tennis shoes while wearing oven mitts.

It was an impossible task. Logan just smiled, though. He thought he understood what Rockheart was doing, so he didn’t say a word.

Marko grinned. “Don’t worry, man. You’ll finish this task. You could say, you have all the twine in the world.”

Inga groaned.

Logan laughed.

The rector prime did not. “Please pun on your own time, Mr. Laskarelis.”

Rockheart took out a multicolored, bespeckled candy ball from the suitcase. “For you, Treacle, I have an everlasting mouthball, otherwise known as a Jovian Jabberknot jawbreaker. Using your own masticatory abilities, you will melt this jawbreaker until it is completely gone. You can’t soak it in water. You can’t crack it apart.” He paused and glared at the minotaur. “We’ll know if you do. You must use your own mouth juices to accomplish the task and nothing more.”

Treacle investigated the candy ball. He sniffed. Licked it. Then sighed mournfully. “Candy. Why did it have to be candy? I never liked sweets much.”

Rockheart scowled. “Was that complaining, Glimmerhappy? I thought the goat and the fungus cornered the market on complaining.”

“Not complaining, sir.” The minotaur put his hay back into his arm compartment. Without another word, he popped the jawbreaker into his mouth. It immediately made a loud clacking sound. Treacle looked disgusted. One cheek bulged.

Marko had a dizzy, confused smile. He was clearly loving how weird this all was.

Inga’s eyes were wide. She was trembling a little. She had no idea why Rockheart would be giving them such strange tasks. She’d obviously not seen a certain movie from the 1980s. Nor the remake in 2010. Clearly this was some sort of Mr. Miyagi wax-on, wax-off cultivation-style training. They would have to perfect some seemingly mundane tasks in order to unlock some sort of grand secrets of the universe.

Rockheart lifted a toilet brush from the suitcase and held it like it was Excalibur. “Don’t look so tickled, Laskarelis. Your job is to clean all of the bathrooms on Arborea, one at a time. While it’s true most dungeon cores don’t have such pedestrian needs, we have an entire village, the inn, and certain bathrooms here at the academy itself—for our less evolved entities, you understand.”

Marko blinked his weird goat eyes. “Wait. I’m one of those less evolved entities. And just so I’m totally clear, you want me to use cultivation class time to clean toilets, right?”

“No!” Rockheart thundered. “All the bathrooms must be cleaned each week.”

Marko’s smile was gone. He stuttered. ‘“I didn’t even clean the bathroom at the Wayfarer Inn, and they were paying me. You expect me to clean all the bathrooms in the entire realm? For free? I’ve never cleaned anything. Ever. Logan saw my room last year. He can attest to that.”

Rockheart glared at the goat. “Weekly. All bathrooms must be clean. Period.”

Marko folded in on himself, his face drooping in despair. You would’ve thought Rockheart had just given him the death sentence. “Now I wish the Gelatinous Knight never told me about his irritable bowel syndrome. Please, can I eat the twine, or lick the candy ball, or whatever? Anything but cleaning!”

Again, Rockheart ignored Marko’s pleas.

The rector prime returned one last time to the suitcase. He pulled out a file folder and waved it. “As for you, Inga. The Department of Universal Dungeon Efficiency is coming to audit us. We haven’t had anyone look at our financial records in… give or take five hundred years. You will go through the files to make sure all of our numbers line up. They’ll also want to see our mortality rates for students per year. One of your electives is to work on archiving Shadowcroft’s papers. This will align nicely with that.”

Inga let out a sigh of relief. She took the file folder from Rockheart and bowed. “I will not let you down. I will not let our school down. I will complete this task with a smile on my face and a spring in my step.”

She opened the folder. “This is a tax document from five hundred years ago. Where are the rest of the papers?”

Rockheart launched himself into the air and soared over to the new utility shed that stood next to the shack. With a flourish, he opened the doors. There were papers alright. Papers everywhere. Stacked floor to ceiling. It was like an episode of Hoarders about a lunatic tax accountant.

“Here you are, Ms. Therian. Every expense. Every receipt.” Rockheart pulled out a slip of paper. “This is a receipt for over two-hundred Devil McClure projection crystals, purchased by Professor Kobold. Most are an obvious business expense, but this one—Wet and Wild Kobolds of Kataran with Devil McClure—was deemed, ahem, personal in nature. Professors are constantly trying to pull one over on the Academy…” He pulled another receipt. “For example, this is for a chartreuse scarf that Arketa bought. This is not an expense. Shadowcroft made it clear that professors can’t expense their wardrobe. I find that annoying myself, but the rules are the rules.”

In an instant, Inga was sweating, her antennae drooping. “Sir, I’m not sure I have the skill to…”

Rockheart took to wing once more, hovering in the air before them. “There won’t be questions,” he said, ignoring her. “I will not have office hours. We will confer at the end of the year. Please arrive here during your normal cultivation class, rain, snow, or shine. If you die or are driven to insanity, you will receive failing marks for the class.”

Without another world, Rockheart pirouetted midair and flew off, wings pumping as he quickly vanished into the distance.

The only sound was the jawbreaker clacking against the minotaur’s teeth.


CHAPTER FIVE
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Hiro “Hardclaw” Shirazi had known the truth about dungeons, dungeon cores, and Apothos ever since he’d first joined the dungeoneering guild. Hardclaw was a Ferox, a cat man, from far-off Kitterxob. He’d had a happy childhood until his parents died running a local thunder lizard’s dungeon.

Hardclaw had sworn revenge, but he’d been a relatively weak cultivator, so he’d teamed up with a mysterious team of raiders led by a man named Marky Softscale. Marky was actually a rogue dungeon—a Crimson Void Viper—who’d wanted his old life back. Sometimes being a dungeon core wasn’t all that much fun, according to Marky. And so, Mr. Softscale had wanted to start a dungeoneering guild. The most prestigious and successful of all dungeoneering guilds.

Marky’s goal had been as simple as it was audacious: to accumulate enough Apothos to transform himself back into a human. If such a thing were even possible. And once he accomplished his task, he had plans to return home to the very plain world of Humania, where he would eventually die among strangers, since all of his family and friends had already perished of old age long ago. To choose to be mortal was a strange wish, but then, Marky was a strange man. Well, dungeon core with mannish aspirations.

That thunder lizard had been no joke. It killed Hardclaw’s parents, and it also wiped out Marky’s party. Being the only survivors, the experience had glued the two together. Marky told Hardclaw everything—including the real story behind dungeons and dungeoneers. That Apothos was a finite resource and that harvesting it in vast quantities from the Tree of Souls was slowly leading to the death of all reality. The energy they absorbed into their cores and cycled through their Apothos channels came from somewhere. Distant worlds. Worlds that slowly withered and died on the vine as their Apothos dwindled, guttered, and eventually failed.

Softscale? He didn’t care. He wanted his humanity returned; the price was irrelevant, especially since he would be dead and buried long before the universe ever experienced its own demise. Hardclaw hadn’t cared either. Although, he hadn’t been Hardclaw back in those early days. He’d just been Hiro. But he’d picked up the nickname because Hardclaw and Softscale was funny and sounded good together.

They’d started the Scarlet Paradox, and it did well, but Marky eventually met his untimely end in an ill-fated raid on a skeleton king’s inner sanctum. The walls had burst forth with a thousand skeletons. Marky might’ve been a gigantic snake that sweated venom and had thick skin—no matter what his last name was—but scales, venom, and a plucky can-do attitude was only going to take you so far against that many skeletons.

So Hardclaw had taken over the Scarlet Paradox. But he’d had problems of his own.

During another disastrously unlucky dungeon raid, Hardclaw had lost his left leg. For a cat man with a warrior-rogue hybrid class, that made any sort of dungeoneering difficult. Hardclaw had replaced the missing limb with a magical mace, so he was a warrior again, but he could never rogue again. And that had been his first love—rogueing.

Still, Hardclaw’s life wasn’t bad. He’d found a nice home on Eritreus, in Aurora, the grand city of the dungeoneers. It was home to the thousand guilds and the Castinus Dynasty. He lived in the same guildhall where he worked, right on the Golden Harbor. Sunrises on the Dawn Sea were lovely, especially in the winter.

Some guilds were in the downtown area, with fancy buildings and lots of overhead. The Sages of the Golden Thread, for example, had spent a ton of their loot on the marble statues adorning their courtyard. Idiots.

Other guilds, like the Sun Fist, had remote mountain hideaways where they missed out on revenue from townies coming to buy merchandise or have a drink with famous raiders.

That was why Marky and Hardclaw had decided to build their guildhall among the harbor taverns, popular with sailors and tourists alike. Most of the time, going to work felt like a party.

These days—with his best raiding years behind him—most of Hardclaw’s job consisted of researching dungeons, organizing raiding parties, and then collecting on treasure, since the guild got a percentage of profits accrued, and that included Apothos, which Hardclaw divided among his staff. At night, he bartended and chatted with guild members and tipsy drunks. Overall, he had a nice little life, teetering around on his magical mace and making money off the death of worlds…

That, however, was all about to change.

It was the first night of autumn at the guild. Various adventurers were drinking at the bar as usual. There were a handful of tourists as well, bending their elbows and spilling out coin. Yes, they knew it was a dungeoneering guild, but most folks thought that destroying dungeons was a good thing. After all, the Dungeon Guardians were ferocious looking beasts. Monsters of the worst sort who preyed on the unwitting and the luckless. Killing monsters was good, right?

Ha. Hardclaw knew there was a fine line between monster and greedy maniac.

The Scarlet Paradox’s tavern was on the first floor. Administrative offices were above. At the very top, they had some suites they rented out to off-world adventurers who needed a place to stay before they traveled to one of the very powerful dungeons on Eritreus. That was also where Hardclaw lived. Every room boasted a full set of Eritrean silverware because they weren’t animals. They needed at least the basics, like both a sweet cream spoon and a summer strawberry spoon.

Dwarf Ray drank at the bar with Elf Ray. Ray wasn’t an Eldarian elf, but a Sylvarian point-ear. Big difference. Which he would talk about at ungodly length if he was allowed.

Aquinas drank with both the Rays. Aquinas was a priest in the Order of Blinding Light; they worshiped a relatively popular goddess on a world that was mostly night. Aquinas was a good sort, though, and liked beer. He really liked beer. You could tell by the sway of his belly. It was hard to find armor to cover that swell.

In the corner was Denise. She was a vicious sword maiden from the realms of outer Swedeway. She had three swords on her at all times. They matched the three golden braids on her head. Just to keep her numbers straight, she sat with three Swedewaygian shieldmaidens. They had shields and spears. Those three kept jamming the tips into the floor. He’d told them to rest their spears butt-side down. What was wrong with people?

Hardclaw was behind the bar, pouring drinks, when the doors burst open.

The intruder walked in wearing a red cloak and white boots. Well, they used to be white. Now, they were splattered with blood. The red of the dried blood did not match the cape.

The intruder had the cowl of his cloak pulled down, but there was something terribly wrong with his face. There were strange patterns there. Tattoos, probably, though Hardclaw had never seen anything quite like them.

The warrior-rogue turned barman sighed. He was going to have to mop up the guy’s bloody footprints. Not like it would be the first time. That sort of thing came with the territory, even if it was the worst part of the job.

Then Hardclaw noticed that the intruder had Matt’s gore-splattered helmet in his hand. That set off a few alarm bells. Matt was the half-ogre who guarded the front door. This man could be dangerous and looking for trouble. He would have to play his cards right to avoid a scuffle, and it was a shame about Matt. Luckily, ogres were pretty easy to find. Feed ’em fried swamp cheese, and they would do almost anything.

“Hiro Shirazi!” The intruder’s voice was thunderous. “Oh yeah, you’re gonna wanna getta new guard for your guild. The old one is gone, oh yeah, and I don’t wanna kill anyone else, but I kinda do. Listen, brother, I’ve come to change things for you and your guild. Nothing is ever gonna be the same again.”

Elf Ray sprang to his feet in a flash, using the power surging through his core to increase his speed. With three twangs of his bowstring, three arrows streaked through the air.

The intruder somehow managed to deflect all three feathered shafts with a lightning-fast swing of his huge forearm. It wasn’t clear if the arrows bounced off that hairy piece of meat or if he had merely smacked them away. Or was the white tape wrapped around his wrists magical? Hardclaw had seen magical gauntlets capable of deflecting projectile weapons before, though they were a rarity. Amazing Woman had a trademarked set that was known across the realms.

Honestly, the how of it didn’t much matter at the moment. Several of the non-dungeoneer patrons went screaming out of the room. One poor drunk guy slipped on the blood and had to crawl away on all fours like a dog.

Dwarf Ray snatched up his shield and his hammer, his face a thunderhead of rage. Two more hammers appeared over each shoulder, hovering in the air like avenging angels. When he hit, he’d hit with the full force of all three blunt weapons.

But he never got the chance.

Cloth tentacles—were they made out of canvas or were they bandages?—erupted from the man’s hands, slapping the war hammer out of Dwarf Ray’s hand then unceremoniously batting away the other two weapons. The cloaked intruder bolted forward like a greased pig and grabbed Dwarf Ray with beefy, calloused fingers. In a whirl of red cloak, the intruder hurled the dwarf into Denise’s shieldmaidens.

Poor Dwarf Ray didn’t survive the impact.

Elf Ray issued a bloodcurdling cry of defiance and ditched his bow for his fabled curved short swords, Worldslayer and Deathbringer. He closed on the interloper in an eyeblink, dancing across the stools and tabletops before descending like an avalanche with twirling blades.

The cloaked invader seized Worldslayer—the blade that had felled the Dread Titan Zophos—and snapped it in one big hairy-knuckled fist.

Elf Ray slashed at the intruder with Deathbringer, but the intruder caught the blade under his armpit. He jerked it out of the elf’s hand with a twist of his torso, then smashed his forearm into the elf’s chest.

Spinning in a wave of crimson, a white boot slammed into Elf Ray’s neck.

But the cloaked menace wasn’t done. He picked up the elf and dropped him on his head. The fall didn’t kill Ray, but he lay there on the floor, groaning, “Healer! Is there a healer in the house?”

Aquinas was a healer, but he didn’t answer the call. He finished off his beer and slunk away. The goddess of the brightest light probably wouldn’t be too pleased. She didn’t comment, though.

Denise didn’t leave, but she didn’t attack either. She wasn’t an idiot.

This red-cloaked guy had taken out Matt and then proceeded to treat both Rays like they were E-Class noobs. He’d snapped Worldslayer like a toothpick—a feat that Hardclaw would’ve thought impossible.

Hardclaw stood frozen behind the bar. This was an outrage. And yet, if anything, Hiro Shirazi was a realist. It was why he could work for an organization that would eventually drain the universe of all life. Yeah, sure, engineering the apocalypse was terrible, but until Armageddon hit, Hardclaw would be rich. And it might not be as dire as the goody-goody dungeon cores made it out to be. There was a ton of Apothos in the universe. The dungeoneers were only taking a little. And in the process, they were paying Hardclaw and the Scarlet Paradox guild handsomely for helping them.

Hardclaw put down a shot glass and uncorked his best brandy. The sweet aroma of the liquor filled the bar. It was top-shelf hooch. “You probably didn’t need to kill Matt. Or Dwarf Ray. Thanks for not killing…”

The intruder stepped on Elf Ray. There was a crunch. Like with Dwarf Ray, Elf Ray’s Apothos rejoined the Tree of Souls. See? Lives recycled. There had to be plenty of Apothos.

Denise had two of her swords in her hands. She looked like she was wishing she could draw the third one.

Hardclaw poured the brandy. “As I was going to say, thanks for killing Elf Ray. Terrible customer. You know how arrogant Sylvarian point-ears can be. Right? Right. Plus, he never tipped. Now, when you came in, you said something about something. How can we help you here at the Scarlet Paradox?”

The intruder calmly walked over to the bar and leaned against the dark wood counter. Though he was close, Hardclaw still couldn’t see what was wrong with the guy’s face. It almost looked as though he were wearing a mask of some sort.

“Oh yeah, brother, you don’t know me, but I know about you. And about your old pal, Marky Softscale. He was an old-school dungeon core that went rogue. He had connections, though. Oh yeah, he did, and you better have them connections, too. Connections to the dungeon core universities. They have this interschool tournament, and I’m gonna bust in on that action, brother.”

Hardclaw averted his gaze and got a glimpse of the body underneath the crimson cloak. Something clicked into place and suddenly he realized exactly who this was. And he knew he’d better help him, if he wanted to finish out his days in relative peace and health. “Yes, Mr. Shador. I’m sorry, I didn’t recognize you without your escort. And don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone. Why, I’d like to make you an honorary member of the guild, if that would be okay?”

The very famous intruder grinned. “Now we’re understanding each other, brother. But I’m thinking of myself as more of a co-owner. Now what do you have for me?” He picked up the brandy and drank it down.

Hiro “Hardclaw” Shirazi would survive the night because he had information on the interschool tournament. He hadn’t known how to use that information, but it turned out that Mr. Shador did.

Hardclaw knew there was a good chance that an alliance with the famous dungeoneer would kill him, but the cat man with a mace for a leg wasn’t about to walk away from such a fantastic marketing opportunity.


CHAPTER SIX
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“You’re not serious, Marko, are you?” Inga stopped in the middle of the stony corridor on their way to their next class, Cruelty Incorporated: The Business of Destruction.

Marko shrugged. “What? You can’t be mad that I didn’t take your suggestion on my elective. I’m liking our alchemy class. I wanted something a bit different, ya know?”

Logan took that moment to retrieve the ball of twine from his interspatial Ring of Pockets. It had taken a week, but he’d finally found one end of the twine, and he was trying to thread it back through the snarl. But when he did that, he ended up tightening another part of the ball. So far, it had proven to be an extremely frustrating—maddening even—exercise, but he knew he just needed to have patience. Eventually he would figure out the lesson.

Treacle lingered nearby, casually chewing on some hay. Listening to him munch hay and cud was so much better than the constant clacking of his jawbreaker. However, Treacle had a bad habit of holding the candy in his fingers while he ate his actual food. It wasn’t sanitary, and that was coming from Logan, who literally dissolved rotten food in an open pit for nutrition.

Additionally, Inga was deeply concerned about Treacle’s dental hygiene. All that jawbreaking couldn’t be good for him. Logan had a bit of concern as well for Treacle’s multiple stomachs. Would the sugar mess up his system?

“Something different?” Inga roared in exasperation. “It’s clown school. Clown school, Marko!”

Marko raised a furry finger. “You are mistaken, madam. It’s clown college, thank you very much. Nick Nicklewise’s Clown College and Traveling Variety Dungeon of Terrific Techniques. See? Clown college.”

This was the first Inga was hearing about it. “And that’s going to be your off-world elective next semester? Where again? At this Nick Nicklewise’s school?”

“Actually, Inga, if you must know, Nick keeps his cost down by letting himself be hosted at other schools. This year, the program is at Saudrian’s School of Guardians.”

Inga recoiled in physical disgust. “Saudrian’s? It’s barely accredited. And even now, they’re on probation. The Council of Dungeons is seriously considering demoting them to a minor institute.”

“Which is why I’m not going to Saudrian’s, Inga,” Marko said. “I’m going to a highly reputable clown college hosted by Saudrian’s. Nick’s a good guy. We exchanged some letters. It’s going to be so much fun!”

“Fun!” Inga whirled on Logan. “Tell Marko we’re not here to have fun. We’re here to save the universe!”

“Multiverse,” Treacle muttered. “All possible worlds.” He swallowed his hay. He then stuck his jawbreaker, which was now full of lint, back into his mouth. The clacking started once again. Worse, Treacle kept pulling pieces of lint out of his mouth.

“Say something, Logan!” Inga demanded, hands planted on her hips.

Logan let out a happy shriek. “Yes! I got two inches of twine undone!”

Inga tapped her foot and glared at him.

Logan slipped the ball of twine back into his Ring of Pockets. “Inga, look, Marko knows what he’s doing. He’s taking our cultivation class seriously. He’s been cleaning bathrooms. Sure, his choices aren’t always the best when it comes to Apothos usage, but we can help him.”

Marko grinned. “Thank you, Logan. And, Inga, I guarantee that my studies in advanced harlequinometry will be just as useful as your silverware class.”

Inga flushed, her pale face turning momentarily red. She then took a deep breath and calmed her frazzled nerves. “I suppose an argument could be made that my silverware saved our lives, Arborea, and perhaps the entire multiverse. We’ll see, Marko. We. Shall. See.”

Treacle made a gross sucking sound while he worked the jawbreaker. “‘Harlequinometry’ isn’t a word.”

Logan got his friends moving toward their dungeoneering class.

Marko patted Inga on the back. “All I’m saying is that I need a little fun in my life. I know you like your paper blizzard, but cleaning the bathrooms is terrible—the exact, polar opposite of fun. I don’t know if you guys know this or not, but on Sangretta, I was royalty. I was the bad boy heir apparent, three times removed from the crown prince, but hey, that didn’t matter because I was super popular. In all the tabloids. And so rich. And handsome. I’m not bragging. All I’m saying is that I have never cleaned a toilet in my life. Did I make fun of the poor schmoes who had to clean toilets? Yes, but not when they could hear me. I was a man of the people.”

Logan knew all the details, and he thought Inga was overreacting. “Inga, are you sure this isn’t about your own cultivation task?”

“Maybe.” Inga wrinkled her forehead. “Normally, I would love the complexity of an audit, finding a place for all the numbers, checking the math, coming up with organization schemes, all of that. In theory, this should be an amazing opportunity. But this is five hundred years’ worth of receipts, reports, and travel expenses. A lot of the people I’d need to talk to are dead. It’s a lot. But sleep is for the annoyingly sane, isn’t it?”

“Listen, guys,” Logan said, “I know our P.A.I.N. cultivation class isn’t a whole lot of fun, but it’s totally going to be worth it.”

“How can you say that?” Marko asked. “It’s cleaning toilets, Logan. In no universe can that be worth it in the end.”

“I’m telling you, this whole thing is just like this old bit from The Karate Kid.” He held up a hand. “And yeah, I know that is a culturally specific reference that no one here understands. It’s from this movie, where the karate kid does all these chores for his teacher. Only, the chores help him learn valuable martial arts techniques and ultimately win this big tournament in the end. It’s this whole thing. Every single thing we’re doing is going to pay off, I promise you. I’m not sure how exactly, but it will.”

Marko grinned. “Let me draw you a scenario. We get involved in some big mystery like last year, right? And Inga finds financial records from five hundred years ago that solve everything. Or maybe we have to face this super powerful dungeoneer near the end of the year, and bam, he turns out to be a living drain blockage. Like living hair. For some reason, I find myself pulling hair out of a lot of drains.”

Inga’s face brightened. “And maybe at the center of Logan’s ball of twine, there’s this magical ball of energy that will allow him to tie another knot in his Apothos core.”

Logan loved the looks of hope on his friends’ faces. Except for Treacle, who looked more depressed than ever.

Logan soldiered on. “Right, exactly. I mean, the ball of twine is kind of on the nose, since I’m literally unraveling a knot. But it will help me. Like Treacle’s jawbreaker will help him. It’s a Jovian Jabberknot. Again, so on the nose. You heard Rockheart. All the cultivation teachers and Shadowcroft gave us these weird tasks for a reason.”

Treacle took the jawbreaker out. Spit dripped on the floor. “This candy gives me such bad indigestion. I’m in constant pain.”

But Marko’s suddenly high hopes would not be dashed. “But at the center might be a tincture that’ll upgrade you to a B-Class cultivator. I’m with Logan on this.”

“It’s like last year,” Logan said, nodding. “I thought Professor Rainsap was out of his hippie mind. But his cultivation technique changed everything for me. We have to be patient.”

“Or we’ll all go insane,” Treacle added. “Either way, I will find sweet release from the pain.”

That was worrisome, but Logan got them to class. To be honest, he was curious about Marko’s clown college. He could imagine all sorts of things. They’d all have to wait until after the Forevergreen Festival break before they’d know if Marko was totally wasting his time.

They didn’t really hurry to their dungeoneer class because the professor was always late. Sometimes five minutes late. Sometimes ten. One time, he showed up ten minutes before the class ended.

His name was Professor Kobold. He was, in fact, a kobold. He should’ve been more fearsome, since he was basically a miniature dragon. But instead of being fearsome, he was mostly just sad. He wore a brown suit with the tie hanging loose to the third button of his unbuttoned, untucked shirt. He smelled like stale cigarettes and newsprint. He had a watch, which he checked frequently. When he wasn’t sleeping. Incidentally, he slept a lot.

The classroom was bare except for a single strange film projector that seemed to run on steam. It didn’t use normal movie reels. Instead, it cast light through a crystal.

The room was always a bit cold and damp, which Logan liked, but the first thing the professor would do when he entered was throw some coal in the firebox below the projector. That would add some heat to the room. Sometimes it got so warm that Marko fell asleep.

Then Professor Kobold would go to the desk at the front of the room and pull down a white roll-up screen, which would cover the chalkboard. They’d never used the chalkboard—not once. It was always the screen. Always the projector.

The dragon man cleared his throat as he took his position at the front of the room and started roll call. There were only sixteen dungeon cores in the class—four cohorts, with four students each.

You could easily count the cores quickly, and yet, Professor Kobold opened a dull black binder and took up a pencil. He generally breathed some flames on the pencil before he started. Then he took roll. “Franklin Aarnog.”

Franklin, a Toad King, was the leader of the New Franklin Four. Two of the old members of the Franklin Four had been killed during their first year. The Pyro Ifrit, known as a Wishcaster, had survived. That was Ippo Gifter. The other two members of the New Franklin Four were a vampire with purple hair and spidery black veins, named Acheron, and Shurgur Eve, a beastly fly woman with huge eyes and buzzing wings.

Filling out the rest of the class roster was the Mummy’s Curse Cohort, led by Alphonse the Spice Mummy, and the Dreaded Delta Talons, led by a lizard man with gleaming steel talons named Thrit Intok. He was joined by a skeleton with rubies for eyes, a pig-headed warrior with an oversized war hammer, and an oddly cherubic looking baby called a Crib Demon, who was small but deceptively powerful.

His name was Chucky Chubbs.

The skeleton was Mhadrac Deathgaze.

Last but not least, the porcine hammer-wielder was Jacqueline Squealie.

Logan knew because Professor Kobold went through every single name at the beginning of every single class. It was as inevitable as the roll-down white screen and the crystalline projector.

Marko raised his hand. “Uh, professor, you don’t need to—”

Professor Kobold didn’t respond. He kept on reading names until the dungeon core in question replied with a hearty “Here!”

“Marko Laskarelis?”

“Here. But, professor, maybe…”

“Logan Murray?”

“Here.”

Once roll call was finally done, Professor Kobold climbed up a little stepping stool to get to the film projector. He checked some gauges, to see if the pressure was good, and then he slipped a new crystal into the back of the projector. There was a whirring sound, and then a flickering image appeared on the screen. Meanwhile, Professor Kobold headed to a desk in the back, where he placed his dragony head on his arms to sleep.

Marko’s eyes brightened. “Man, am I loving this class! Everything except for the roll call. But you win some, you lose some, am I right?”

On the screen, a black-and-white figure appeared; he was a middle-aged man in a suit, holding a cigarette. He had two horns jutting from his skull. “Hello, I’m Devil McClure. You might remember me from such educational videos as Assassin Raiders: The Silent Killers. Rogues and You: Sprung Traps are Dumb Traps. Or Paladins: Where Arrogance, Brutal Murder, and Healing Spells Meet. If you’re watching this, I’m assuming you’ve already seen the first five parts of Cruelty Incorporated: The Business of Destruction. This is part six. Get ready for some history.”

There was a break for some bad audio and a worse soundtrack that showcased various dungeon cores in inner sanctums and cartoonishly evil dungeoneers running amok.

Then Devil McClure was back, casually strolling through a city filled with towering, sparkling buildings.

“This is Aurora, one of the capital cities of Eritreus. As you probably know, Eritreus is rich with Apothos and some of the best dungeon cores in all of creation are stationed here. Kyvandry Spencer’s Slaughter Pits, for one.”

A much younger looking Kyvandry—a horrific blade ghoul in a blood-splattered butcher’s apron—gave them the thumbs-up. Behind him were his proud minions: abattoir ogres, hulking hook wretches, and the lightning-fast demonic knifelings.

The video slowly panned back to Devil McClure.

He launched into exacting detail about dungeoneering guilds, their history, and the purpose of their existence. The video played, and the second it was over, Professor Kobold let out a long sigh and reluctantly pulled himself from his nap. In utter silence, he retrieved the crystal, bled the pressure from the steam engine projector, then left the room without another word. He didn’t even bother asking if they had any questions.

“It’s like he’s the worst substitute teacher of all time,” Logan said, watching the door slam shut behind the Kobold. “Are you sure he’s the real teacher for this class?”

“He is,” Inga said in clear disapproval. “I’ve checked on more than one occasion.”

Mhadrac Deathgaze, the ruby-eyed skeleton, always took careful notes. “Let me get this straight. Someone named Marky Softscale was actually a dungeon core that graduated from Shadowcroft, but then later went on to start the Scarlet Paradox. That’s wild. I just don’t get it. I mean, how can dungeon cores go rogue? Don’t they know they are killing worlds?”

“Oh, they know,” Inga said. “Once I realized that we would mostly be watching the famous Devil McClure video crystals, I decided to get summaries. He’ll go over the five main ways that dungeoneers justify their actions. For Marky Softscale, he dodged the Arcandor Initiative, and one of the ways he stayed alive was starting the guild. He had other dungeoneers working for him, so he only left his guildhall very infrequently. And he still ended up dead, though that was after the video crystals were all produced.”

“What are the five ways dungeoneers justified their actions?” Mhadrac asked.

Inga opened her DCG, or Dungeon Core Grimoire, and paged through her notes. “Let’s see… Well, we did cover some of this in our History of the Tree of Souls class our first year. The most popular justification is that there is an infinite amount of Apothos, and so draining Celestial Nodes has no effect. Some believe having less Apothos actually helps planets. A common Appeal to Ignorance argument. There is no evidence of that, of course, but most dungeoneers don’t do much research into this.

“Then there is the ‘Emu Wagon’ fallacy, which basically espouses the principle, everyone else is doing it, so why shouldn’t I? I’m sure you know if one emu jumps on a wagon, the entire flock will.”

Logan was having trouble picturing an emu on a wagon at all. But he wasn’t from Toriopa, a world full of bird folk.

Inga continued. “Then again, many dungeoneers don’t realize what they are doing is destructive and surely if it were really so bad, there wouldn’t be so many people who participate in the system. And for those few who do believe that raiding dungeons and harvesting Apothos is harmful, they believe they aren’t in a position to make any meaningful difference. The truly powerful dungeoneers, though, know exactly what they are doing. They think that they will become powerful enough to transcend all of reality. That they will, in essence, become gods themselves, and they’ll start their own universes.”

Chucky Chubbs swung his little devil-headed rattle. “You should teach this class, Inga. You know everything.”

Inga blushed. “Not everything. I do find this interesting. The guilds are both dangerous and important because they organize the raiders into groups that are far more effective than they would be otherwise. And they are profitable, both in the treasure they gather, the money they make, and the Apothos they steal.”

Thrit Intok, the lizard man, hissed. “Why is there a guild called the Glorious Sunrise of the Golden Dawn. Isn’t that redundant?”

“The GSGD?” Inga riffled through more pages. “It seems the name came from a merger between two different groups, the Glorious Sunrise and the Golden Dawn. Neither wanted to change their name, so they combined the two.”

Logan pulled out his ball of twine to work at the knots. He found it calming in a maddeningly frustrating way. “Hey, Inga, are we ever going to talk about dungeoneers who realize what they are doing is evil and stop?”

“Actually, there are several examples of that,” she replied. “Believe it or not, there are even dungeoneers who work for the Council of Dungeons in various capacities. I know the Department of Universal Dungeon Efficiency has an audit team that is made up of former dungeoneers. So it’s not all bad news. Although, in the interest of fairness and total transparency, it is mostly bad news.”

Treacle looked interested. “I used to think like that too—get caught up in the endless cycle of crushing despair and existential dread. Now I’m starting to see it a little like this jawbreaker. Terrible on the outside. But if you get a little deeper? Still terrible. But below that? Terrible. But eventually you get to a point where it isn’t terrible. At least I think so. I haven’t made it that far yet. Point is, it can’t all be bad. Probably. Unless it is. Oh no… I’m starting to feel the existential dread coming on again. We’re all doomed, aren’t we, Inga?”

Inga realized everyone was staring. She fidgeted, clearly nervous. “We’re not all doomed. But the problem is, most dungeoneers really believe that killing monsters is the right thing to do. And there’s not anything anyone can say to convince them otherwise. The more powerful they become, the more addicted they become to that power. Like dungeon cores, dungeoneers also have magical cores and rely on Apothos for spells, special abilities, and combat skills. They don’t have gem cores, though, so they can’t take over an inner sanctum, but as they gain power, they see immortality within reach. That’s a powerful motivator.”

Logan didn’t want to contribute to Treacle’s mounting worry—the guy was just starting to have a little faith in the world—but secretly he had to admit it sounded pretty bleak. But he couldn’t think about all of that. About the vastness of the universe or all the problems arrayed against the Tree of Souls. He had to focus on the here and now. On the coming year, growing in power, and returning to Earth. Because Earth was a perfect example of a world that was withering. Yes, there was a lot of technology there, but most of the magic was gone. Worlds couldn’t exist on iPhones and laptops alone.

Maybe Logan couldn’t save all of reality, but it was possible he could save his home. That was what he was fighting for, he reminded himself. But even that was a ways down the road. Right this second, he had only one thing to worry about—surviving his Tournament class.


CHAPTER SEVEN
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Logan and the Terrible Twelfth hurried through the root ceilings and muddy paths of the Cruelwood Dungeon. They were running a bit late to their Tournament class, but so far, it had only been Professor Suresh going over his biography. They’d had six classes in total, and each of them focused on one of his many titles; so far they’d discussed Suresh the Merciless, the Cunning, the Bloodthirsty, the Magnificent, the Seriously Clever, and the Humble. He needed to add another title—the Blowhard, since he had the lung capacity of ten grown men and could talk for ages.

They met in a classroom, where Suresh used his core gem to show a slideshow presentation filled with pictures of himself and the powerful dungeon he’d created. So far there had been no mention that there even was an interschool tournament.

Treacle spent all the classes sucking on his Jabberknot jawbreaker, while Logan worked on his twine ball. Inga usually tried to read the Council of Dungeon’s tax code, but lately she ended up falling asleep and drooling on the pages. She had been pushing herself too hard. Like always.

Marko was completely enraptured and had an eerie recollection of every single one of Suresh’s victories as a dungeon core. As a three-hundred-year-old Rakshasa dungeon guardian, Suresh had spent a century protecting an important node on the hellish world of Infernus, the homeworld of the demonic warriors known as the Teufel, who often became dungeoneers. It had been a brutal assignment, but Suresh had repelled any number of raiders, Teufel or not.

Now, on their sixth class, they were meeting at the Cruelwood, which seemed to promise something interesting—a special guest.

Marko was a bit disappointed. “You’ve got to hand it to Suresh. I mean, that story of the Annihilator? He’s a B-Class, the Annihilator is A-Class, and the raider has all these minions, the Annihillings, and our guy Suresh murders them all with a series of illusions and traps. I mean, talk about Suresh the Seriously Clever. So clever. Also, I kind of love it that dungeoneers have these names like ‘the Annihilator.’”

“The raiders do like their sobriquets,” Inga said. “But really, Marko, you are impressed by Suresh? He’s nothing but a braggart.”

“Hey, what can I say? You can brag when you bring it!” Marko made a furry fist. “And Suresh brings it! Plus, the man has style for days. That silk cloak he wears is the height of dreamy.”

When they finally arrived in the inner sanctum, they found Suresh’s crystal floating over the pedestal—a glittering diamond suspended above a bubbling fountain. The room had been transformed into a palatial pleasure room, with a thick red carpet, golden couches, and flickering candles. Sweet incense filled the room with its heady aroma.

The Rakshasa was in front of the fountain, lounging on a plush divan, eating grapes.

The First Cohort’s Lady Elesiel and Jimi Magmarty were on one couch. Chadrigoth and Tet sat together across the room on another.

Thankfully, the Ninth Circle hadn’t arrived yet.

Marko approached the tiger-headed dungeon guardian and bowed. “Greetings, Suresh the Seriously Clever. I was just recalling your victories against the Annihilator and his Anneehillings.”

“Annihillings,” Suresh corrected.

Marko nodded. “Right. Anneehillings.”

The Rakshasa sniffed. “Regardless of their name, they were a vicious sort. Please, have a seat. I told Fractilla and the Ninth Circle that they could be late, since they’ve been entertaining our guest at Enrico’s Inn and Fry Kitchen in Vralkag. They will be here presently.”

“Yes, Suresh.” Marko bowed again. “I am pleased that the guest will know the deliciousness of Enrico’s hospitalityness.”

“Not a word,” Treacle muttered.

Logan couldn’t understand how the satyr could be unironically smitten by Suresh. Then again, Inga had a thing for the most boring vulture-headed teacher to ever write on a chalkboard.

The Rakshasa pointed. “Yes, Mr. Laskarelis, you and your cohort are invited to sit together on that one sofa. Those of the Ninth Circle will get their own divans to sit upon.”

Marko bowed a third time. “Yes, your Severely Cleverness.”

The Terrible Twelfth all squeezed themselves down on the same couch, but it took a considerable amount of shoving and pushing. The couch groaned under Treacle’s weight. Luckily, Logan was squishy. Inga immediately took out the huge tax code tome and began reading.

Logan, who was jammed up next to Marko, whispered, “Marko, I don’t get why you like Suresh so much.”

Marko bleated a laugh. “You forget, although I’m currently enslaved as Shadowcroft’s personal toilet cleaner, I’m a royal. As is Suresh. Royal knows royal. Game knows game. And to be that self-absorbed? It absorbs me. I am lost in his arrogance. I am trapped in his ego. And I don’t want to ever be free.”

Logan grabbed Marko’s furry chin. “You’re not, like, under a spell, are you?” he asked, inspecting the satyr’s horizontally slitted eyes for any sign of brain damage.

“He’s not,” Inga said distractedly. “Marko simply likes to be unique. We have trouble with a certain professor with a diamond dungeon core gem, and so Marko has to like him.”

“He’s drawn to the theater of it all,” Treacle said slowly. “Professor parade. The theater of ego. The goat is captured.”

Marko smiled. “Treacle. You’re speaking in haiku. I am so loving you right now.”

The minotaur spat the jawbreaker into his hand. After a week of sucking, it was the exact same size. “It’s from my Runic Haiku class. We’re just practicing now, but I find myself thinking more and more in a five syllable, seven syllable, five syllable pattern. Of course you love Suresh. He is a kindred spirit.”

“See?” Marko said. “The tiger and I are both very self-confident.”

Logan sighed. He couldn’t argue with that. In some ways, Suresh was kind of a crueler, less whacky version of Marko who happened to have power.

He was about to retrieve the ball of twine from his Ring of Pockets when Fractilla and the Ninth Circle strutted in with a spider dungeon core wearing a tweed suit with leather patches on the elbows. He was small, the chihuahua of Driders. The spider guy had the body of an arachnid, but his top half was all tax accountant—one with four pairs of eyes, that started above his cheeks and disappeared into his balding scalp. He also had a large grease stain on his shirt. Yep. He’d been to Enrico’s all right.

They must not have gotten any Liverkill, because they all looked sober. Except for Sadako, the lady-in-white ghost, who seemed a bit more pink than usual. She leaned heavily on the hulking form of Toygee, the Gecko Behemoth, who had to stoop or else he’d brain himself on the ceiling.

Logan couldn’t help but wonder how in the world Larry the Snow Golem had beaten the huge reptilian juggernaut in last year’s Offensive Dungeon Design final. Then it made sense. Toygee might be big, but Larry had cold temperatures on his side. A monster wielding the power of a chilly room could probably take on a cold-blooded animal relatively easily. At a glance, it seemed like there was still some bad blood between the golem and the gecko.

Suresh motioned for the Ninth Circle to take their seats—they all had their own individual couches. No cramming together for them, although that made sense to Logan. The Ninth Circle were members of the Crystal Tiger Clan. Suresh was the head of the Crystal Tiger Clan. Cronyism definitely didn’t seem above him, considering everything else Logan knew about him.

The professor motioned to the spider guy. “This is Dave Copperblade, otherwise known as Weavelord. Do you prefer Dave or Weavelord?”

“Weavelord,” the spider dungeon said with some force. “I earned my title. Would you like me to tell you about it?”

Inga looked pained as she murmured, “Oh, please, no. I can’t bear another long biography.”

“Don’t worry,” Marko said. “There’s only one alpha tiger in the room, and it is Suresh the Cunning.”

“How is cunning different from seriously clever?” Treacle asked in all earnestness.

Marko looked straight ahead. “If you don’t know, I can’t tell you.”

Suresh snapped his fingers. “Yes, yes, Weavelord, you are impressive. Everyone, Weavelord is in senior management at the Department of Universal Dungeon Efficiency. He and a team of his auditors will be judging the Interschool Tournament of Collegial Dungeon Excellence this year. I wanted him here to go over the rules.”

Marko dropped his head. “Oh, no. Don’t think there’s going to be much bravado from the Merciless. I can feel General Boredom amassing an army.”

Weavelord nodded at the lounging tiger man. “Yes, thank you, Suresh. Everyone in this inner sanctum should be very honored to be here. Out of your entire year, you twelve dungeon cores have earned the chance to represent Shadowcroft in this important competition. Who here knows the rules of the competition?”

All the dungeons in the First Cohort raised their hands. As did most of the Ninth Circle. The lady-in-white ghost didn’t—at least until Toygee nudged her, and then her hand shot straight up. She hiccupped, blushing.

Inga’s hand went into the air as well. No surprise there.

Weavelord smiled when he noticed the astral moth woman. “Why, Ms. Therian, it’s good to see you again! Yes, I know that you know how this works. But for your unfortunate cohort friends, let me give you all an overview.”

Marko nudged Logan. “We’re the unfortunate cohort friends. Obviously.”

Weavelord shot the satyr a warning glance. “The interschool tournament consists of three rounds—the Crucible, the Semifinals, and the Finals. As you would expect, there is a chance of death at every level, though we try to keep things as safe as possible.”

Suresh actually laughed at that point, a roaring, deep-bellied sound that echoed through the room. For once, Logan had to agree with the Rakshasa. He had a lot of firsthand experience with things being kept “as safe as possible”—every facet of Shadowcroft was an OSHA violation that often resulted in death or disembowelment. Or both. He had no doubt the interschool tournament would be the same. Heck, it would probably be worse.

Weavelord closed his eyes, all eight of them, showing his frustration before repeating, “As safe as possible. Now, who here knows about the Arena Suprema?”

The same hands went up. Once again, Toygee nudged Sadako.

Weavelord nodded at the cores in the know and glared at Logan, Marko, and Treacle. That kind of negative attention didn’t faze the Terrible Twelfth anymore, however. At this point, they were used to being the perpetual underdogs. “The Arena Suprema is a literal arena world, which is where the Crucible will be hosted. Every school is allowed to send twelve dungeon cores, and you twelve will be representing Shadowcroft. Mr. Nobleblade. Ms. Therian.” The spider guy glanced at Chadrigoth and Inga. “We have our eyes on you. Oh yes, we do. We have high expectations for others here as well.”

Marko raised his hand.

Weavelord frowned. “No. Not you, Mr. Laskarelis.”

The satyr cleared his throat. “Uh, chronic underachiever here. Marko Laskarelis. Former prince of Sangretta. Current toilet cleaner. So if Shadowcroft is hosting, but there’s this Arena Suprema Ultima Majestica realm, what is Shadowcroft going to be doing exactly?”

Weavelord clasped his human arms behind his back and paced back and forth on his short arachnoid legs. “Yes, a surprisingly good question, given the source. The host school is responsible for housing both the judges and the champions as well as scouting and securing Celestial Nodes on other worlds for the semifinal and final rounds. There is also the after-party to consider.”

Logan raised a hand.

Weavelord nodded at him. “Yes. I know. You’re the fungaloid dungeon that everyone is talking about. Your stats are impressive, for a mushroom dungeon, at least, though some of my fellow auditors think there is a fifty-one percent chance of you turning rogue and being hunted down by the Arcandor Initiative.”

Marko’s hand shot up. “For the record, I’m solidly in the forty-nine percent who love and adore Logan Murray. Now back to me for a moment. I’m seeing the Crucible as a winner takes it all, loser takes the fall kind of deal. Is that right?”

Logan was pretty sure Marko was quoting Sammy Hagar’s song from the 1987 movie Over the Top. If they could have Arnold Schwarzenegger as a cultivation teacher, why not a Sylvester Stallone arm wrestling champion as a dungeon core?

The spider auditor paused his frenetic pacing but didn’t answer the question. “As I said, schools can field twelve dungeon cores in the Crucible. The dungeon core that is graded the best will progress to the semifinals. All the schools are invited to attend the Crucible, but there are only six spots in the semifinals. During the semifinal round, all six dungeons must construct a dungeon on a randomly assigned celestial node and battle an elite group of real-world dungeon raiders. Those who are not eliminated from the during the practical exam will then be evaluated by me and my team of auditors. Only the top two contenders will be chosen to compete in the final round.”

Logan raised his hand and asked his question. “When you say eliminated, do you mean killed?”

Marko nodded. “Yeah, given the last couple years here at our beloved academy, I generally just assume that an elimination round means a public execution. Not sure if that’s the case here, but I for one would like to avoid a grisly death if at all possible. Especially since most of my time and energy this year is going to be invested in Clown College.”

Inga pushed her fedora back. “No, eliminated simply means taken out of the competition. There might be accidental deaths, however, since in the semifinals and finals, we’ll be competing against actual dungeoneers. There is a rubric the auditors will be using to judge us.”

Weavelord scurried forward. “Yes, yes, yes, Ms. Therian. I will be the one to answer all questions.” Suresh wasn’t the only one with an ego, it seemed. “Although we do try to keep things as safe as possible, unfortunate accidents have occurred in the past—”

“So brutal deaths?” Logan asked.

“Which is why,” Weavelord continued without acknowledging Logan, “substitutions are allowed. In fact, once we reach the semifinal round and final round, if there are any issues, schools have been known to substitute out their dungeon cores. That is the reason all twelve of you will continue in this class even after the Crucible concludes. If something unfortunate were to happen to the front-runner, the runner-up can take their place, and right down the line.”

They needed eleven runners-up? How dangerous was this tournament?

Weavelord continued. “Let me go over what we grade upon. First off, protecting the Celestial Node is key. If you die, you will be graded badly. Assuming you survive, the optimal scenario is that you will have more Apothos after the raid than you did beforehand. Thus, you will be graded on Apothos levels, certainly. Actually, Suresh, can you project a bullet point list of the criteria?”

Suresh lazily waved a paw. The crystal above the pedestal flashed, and a glowing list appeared in the air:

<<<>>>

Interschool Tournament of Collegial Dungeon Excellence Grading System:

	50% Apothos gained, zeroed out, or lost

	15% Structural Economy – hallways, staircases, traps, and rooms

	15% Minion Management

	15% Crafting Magic-endothermic versus exothermic Apothos manifestations (Includes quality of lures)

	5% Aesthetic – Subjective Wow Factor



<<<>>>

Weavelord nodded at the graphic. “Auditors will be monitoring the actual Apothos levels, and we’ll have a panel of judges to provide their more subjective opinions. In two months’ time, we’ll have the Crucible on the Arena Suprema World. I would suggest you all prepare. The semifinals will be held this winter, a month after the Forevergreen Festival Break, and the finals will be in the spring—right before summer break.”

Logan was about to ask about his Symbiotic ability—would he be able to bond with everyone in the Terrible Twelfth for the tournament or would they limit him in some way? Naturally, Suresh cut the class short before he could get his question out. “I’m sure you all find this fascinating, but I wanted to give the Ninth Circle some time in the dungeon alone. Am I giving them preferential treatment because they’re in the Crystal Tiger Clan? Yes. But that’s only because I want to win the clan competition, like I did last year. Thank you all for coming. Inga, would you show Weavelord out?”

Logan, for one, was glad to get off the cramped couch. However, he was a little baffled that Suresh would be so open about his favoritism. He’d even admitted it in front of one of the judges. Then again, Weavelord probably didn’t care about school politics. He just wanted a fair tournament.

The First Cohort shuffled out along with Marko and Treacle, who were busy chatting with Tet.

Logan and Inga stayed back with Weavelord so Logan could ask about how his Symbiotic bond would work within the competition.

Weavelord nodded. “You are the first fungaloid to qualify for the tournament in… well, as long as anyone can remember. We’ve given your special circumstances some considerable thought. The Crucible is an individual event, so bonding with other cores will not be allowed. But, in the unlikely event that you advance to the semifinals and finals? The substitution rule will allow for such an option.

“As things stand now, we would limit you to a single partner in the semifinals, but that cap would be removed if you were to advance to the finals. All of that is academic, however, until you win the Crucible. Which you won’t. Despite what Professor Suresh thinks, the dungeon core to beat is Chadrigoth Nobleblade.” He pointed at the hulking abyss lord. “In two months, he very well might be an A-Class cultivator. I’ve audited many dungeons and evaluated individual cores for several hundred years. He is a specimen without equal. He will win.”

Logan had to admit he agreed with Weavelord’s assessment. He’d bonded with Chadrigoth during their final last year and knew exactly how powerful he was. Logan couldn’t hold a candle to him—not in a one-on-one competition. None of the Terrible Twelfth could. He was surprised that he felt so disappointed. This competition sounded needlessly deadly and cutthroat, but there really was nothing like the thrill of facing off against raiders.

Inga gave him a smile. “It’s not just you that has to win, Logan. Given the substitution rule, if anyone in the Terrible Twelfth gets in, we can partner with you. You never know, maybe Marko might surprise us and win a spot in the Crucible.”

That made the Weavelord chuckle, and he didn’t stop chuckling until they were out of the Cruelwood.

Logan didn’t much appreciate the laughter because in the wacky world of Shadowcroft, anything was possible—even Marko Laskarelis not messing up.


CHAPTER EIGHT
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It was two weeks later when Professor Suresh took the Ninth Circle into the Tartarucha Cells to prepare for the upcoming Crucible. Logan and the rest of the class were left alone in one of the normal classrooms with two big crates, one marked for the First Cohort and one marked for the Terrible Twelfth.

They’d seen Weavelord on campus, now and again, accompanied by other auditors. They weren’t the only visitors trickling through, either. There were a variety of grizzled-looking dungeon cores lurking about campus. They weren’t the talkative sort, but according to Inga, they were advance scouts, responsible for locating untapped Celestial Nodes and identifying various dungeoneer parties to be used in the semifinals and finals.

Shadowcroft had always been a busy place, but now there were any number of people coming and going.

Logan was baffled by their third-year cultivation class. Chadrigoth and Tet constantly talked about the wonders that Darnol Zeggenerschwar was revealing to them—the abyss lord had never been happier with his progress. Would he be an A-Class by the time the tournament started? It seemed increasingly likely.

That would mean great things for the Azure Dragon Clan. Already, the year had started off with a bang. Logan’s clan had gotten points for two of its cohorts being chosen for the interschool tournament, but with Chadrigoth’s progress, that might seal the deal for the Azure Dragon Clan.

The leaderboard had Logan’s clan in first place.

The Azure Dragon = 375

The Crystal Tiger = 370

The Onyx Tortoise = 370

The Vermilion Phoenix = 350

It seemed the Backstories, who were part of Professor John Toothbyte’s Onyx Tortoise Clan, all had been making nearly Logan Murray levels of progress their first year. It was why the Onyx Tortoise Clan was neck and neck with the Azure Dragons and the Crystal Tigers.

As for Logan… He was making zero progress on his twine ball, and his cultivation progress had largely stalled out. They were still waking up early to train in the coliseum, but it definitely felt like he’d hit a plateau. Inga was equally frazzled with both the financial audit and archiving Shadowcroft’s personal papers. Treacle’s jawbreaker wasn’t getting any smaller, and now he was taking medicine for his stomach pains. If there was any silver lining, it was that Marko had reduced his partying down to zero. He was too busy cleaning bathrooms to carouse all night in Vralkag with his drinking buddies.

Professor Kobold’s Devil McClure film appreciation class had pretty much devolved into a class discussion led by Inga. They’d complain about the napping professor and then go over what they’d learned in the film. Inga always brought extensive handouts that went over the various dungeoneering guilds and notable heroes. She was even considering writing a book on heroic dungeoneers who turned away from the path of evil to embrace the Tree of Souls.

Evidence suggested there were a number of notable raiders who had become minions of powerful dungeon cores through the years. Marko had pointed out that such a scenario was the exact opposite of a rogue dungeon.

Now, in the tournament class, they were once again without a professor.

Logan didn’t like it, but Chadrigoth wasn’t concerned. He summoned his Soul Cutter and used the oversized fiery sword to pry open one of the crates. The wooden lid came off with a squeal of rusted nails being pulled out of the wood. He lifted out a finely crafted pewter statue of a warrior with a sword and shield.

Tet glanced down. “It’s a dungeon simulation kit.”

Lady Elesiel, a nail file in hand, was intently sawing away one of her long fingernails. “Suresh has to be joking. We’re dungeon cores. Why is he giving us toys to play with?”

“Good one, milady,” Jimi Magmarty grunted, his smirk full of burbling lava.

Chadrigoth gingerly lifted out a series of wooden panels covered with arcane runes and sigils that fit seamlessly together. At the center, he placed a pedestal then took the core gem from his belly and added it on top. The miniature table buzzed to life, potent Apothos swirling in the air. A miniature version of Chadrigoth appeared in a fabricated inner sanctum while the pewter figures sprang to life. It was like a mini, fully customizable version of the Tartarucha Cells.

Logan watched, fascinated, as the miniature holographic Chadrigoth summoned his demonic minions to fight the figurines. Logan was immediately reminded of the hologram chess from Star Wars, otherwise known as Dejarik.

Tet nodded. “It’s not the Tartarucha Cells, but this should work well enough. We can plan what we want to do in the Crucible. We’ll be facing simulated dungeoneers, and since Shadowcroft is hosting, presumably we’ll be supplying those same old raiders.”

“I loathe Sir Rosencrantz Brandybutter,” Lady Elesiel complained with an eye roll.

“Can’t wait to see what we got!” Marko said. He took one of his magical throwing knives and pried open the lid of the box marked for the Terrible Twelfth.

But instead of sigil-engraved wooden panels and pewter figurines, they had stacks of paper.

Inga regarded the contents with some trepidation. “More paper,” she said, licking her lips nervously. “Did you know that there is no statute of limitations on tax fraud for universities? I don’t understand that. And I don’t understand what’s in this box. Why is there more paper?”

“Here, let me help, Inga. You’ve had to deal with enough paper.” Treacle started taking out the pages and sorting through them.

Logan immediately recognized RPG character sheets. Some were blank, but most were filled in by someone with truly terrible handwriting—like middle-school-boy bad. On the edges were unmistakable pizza stain marks. The scent of Mountain Dew and adolescent pheromones hung in the air like a sickening cloud. Logan also detected the not-so-subtle whiff of basement mothballs.

Treacle found stacks of graph paper at the bottom.

Marko grinned. “We can create our own dungeons on the paper, and there are character sheets for the dungeoneers. This is great!”

Logan closed his eyes and rubbed at one temple with a thick finger. “Wait. This is just Dungeons & Dragons. How is this helping us?”

Marko pointed at the cover art on a module. “It’s advanced!”

Inga snatched up a workbook. On it was a terrible drawing of an undead queen’s inner sanctum. The title had been hand-printed—The Gary & Wyatt School of Labyrinths and Liches: Optimizing your Dungeon and Making Stuff Cool!

She cracked opened the book, made a face, and then turned to show them that most of the sections had already been filled in. Incorrectly. She read out the first question. “‘What is a dungeon?’ And do you know what they wrote? ‘A dark scary place full of monsters and treasure,’ which is obviously not the right answer. There’s also a second answer, which I will not be reading, that describes acts that I’m reasonably sure aren’t physically possible. Absolutely disgusting.”

Marko rummaged around in the crate and came out with a red Lego, a marble, a rusted butter knife, and a collection of pencils and pens. The satyr quickly dropped the butter knife while casting a very nervous glance at Inga. He wisely wanted to avoid the silverware lecture about taking care of your cutlery.

Inga plucked a pencil out of his hand and started erasing with frenzied focus. She talked while she wrote, “‘A dungeon is a nexus of power connecting a world to the Tree of Souls. Such places are also known as Celestial Nodes.’” She shook her head. “There is a question on the suggested Apothos distribution plan. ‘How much Apothos should be given to structures, crafted items, and minion management?’ At least those align with the Department’s grading rubric. But I don’t think the numbers are right. It says that most of one’s Apothos should be used to craft ‘kick-ass loot.’ That is not correct. It should be a balance of structures, minions, and various manifestations depending on the strengths and weaknesses of the dungeon guardian in question.”

“Who doesn’t like a good manifestation?” Marko asked. He held up the marble. “This is pretty. How does it fit in with the graph paper, the sexiest of all papers? Am I wrong?”

Logan sighed. “The marble is just junk, man. Suresh gave us leftovers.”

Inga erased with a fury, bits of eraser flying away. “A well-balanced party is not one that has cool characters that all weigh about the same. There are several theories, but generally, you want a frontline tank to absorb blows, a melee physical damage dealer, healing support, a magic user or ranged striker, explorers, also known as investigators, and the charismatic ‘face’ of the party—someone who can fire the imagination and talk with locals.”

Marko tossed the marble back into the box. “I’m the face, obviously, in our little party.”

A flame burst from across the room. The First Cohort were all clustered around a desk, and there was a tiny Chadrigoth with his mini Soul Cutter and flaming whip, tossing around Hellfury and Scourge Lances. The attacks destroyed the animated pewter figures. A cheer went up and some of the tension bled from the air. Clearly they were having fun, which was great. And Logan knew how great the Tartarucha Cells were. Fractilla and her cohort were getting in some seriously good practice.

Logan and his friends, on the other hand, were stuck with lots of graph paper. The character sheets were all filled in with OP characters with names pulled directly from The Lord of the Rings. He didn’t think that Boromir had six thousand six hundred and sixty-six Hit Points. Otherwise, he would’ve survived those big arrows.

Treacle waved his jawbreaker at the paper. “It’s a shame we’re not in the Tartarucha Cells, but since I’m trying not to be like Steve, I want to focus on the positive. In the Crucible, we’ll have an advantage. We’ll be going up against the simulated dungeoneers we know all too well. From Arfgar of the Hill People to Feathers the cleric, we’ve fought them all before.”

Logan nodded. “We’ll have to see how much they’ll change those canned raiders. They might make Daggers McFinn a B-Class rogue. We’ll see.”

Marko snapped his fingers. “What’s the name of that wizard? Oh, right, the Magnificent Morty Mercutio Mimsy, and who can forget Hallsee the Sad? She’s just such a sad, sad sorceress.”

“Not all sorceresses are required to be happy sorceresses; they don’t owe you a smile,” Inga said. She paused and set the pencil down, Gary & Wyatt’s dungeon core workbook momentarily forgotten. “Logan and Marko. You two have been really quiet about your Brews, Beers, and Bubbles class. Are you enjoying your alchemy lessons?”

Marko’s face lost all expression, his gaze suddenly hazy and distant. It was the look of a soldier who had seen the worst war could offer and had come back a changed man.

Logan pressed his eyes shut.

The memories were like a cracked mirror in a liquor store. Marko was screaming and clawing at his face. Franklin the Toad King was running around, eyes wide, flailing his hands like Kermit the Frog doing a cameo on Breaking Bad. Acheron, the purple-haired vampire, clutched his knees, rocking back and forth while he wept. A chemical smell assaulted Logan’s senses. Breathing felt like torture. Logan didn’t have lungs, but he still felt the burning. So much burning. There were bubbling vials and glowing tubes everywhere. And shrieking.

At the front of the classroom was a hooded figure with a big fluffy tail.

Pulling back the hood… no, no, no.

Logan found himself being shaken back to reality by Inga. “Logan, are you okay?”

Marko whispered, “The horror. The horror.”

Treacle licked the jawbreaker in his fingers. “Alchemy class. Going well though mysterious. Friends are traumatized.”

Marko laughed way too loudly. “I am so not traumatized. It’s great. Alchemy class is awesome. I’m making so much beer. It’s all beer. All the time. It’s not a horror show created by a fuzzy maniac. No, no, no, it’s fine. Logan and I are fine. We’re fine. Right, Logan? So fine. So much fine.” Marko’s rambling turned into nervous giggling.

It was so unsettling that Logan had to grab the satyr’s arm. “Stop it, Marko. Stop it.” Logan turned to Inga. “Um, yeah, the class is intense. The professor doesn’t really want us talking about it. It’s kind of a secret. But we’re learning a bunch of important stuff.”

Logan wasn’t sure if he was lying or not. It was best not to think about Brews, Beers, and Bubbles. He had other things to worry about. Like the twine. He’d gotten a good chunk unraveled, but then he’d had to undo the work because the other parts of the ball were tightening.

Inga frowned. “I’m going to see if I can find more information about the professor and the class. I’m not going to let mysteries spin out of control like last year. I’d like to avoid murder.”

Marko wiped his head. “Murder? Who’s talking about murder? It’s just beer and alchemy, right? Right!?” He looked half-crazed and on the edge of a breakdown.

Logan clutched his friend’s arm. “It’s okay. Let’s stop talking about it.”

The moth woman’s concern was painted all over her face. “I’ll check things out. I’m sure Shadowcroft has files on the teacher. He vets his staff pretty well. Not perfectly. Suresh and Mr. Kobold are proof enough of that.”

“What’s wrong with Suresh?” Marko asked, acting confused while he mopped up some of the sweat.

Inga shook her head and didn’t even try to answer.

Chadrigoth came over and saw all the graph paper. “Oh, that’s a great game. Is there dice?”

“No dice,” Logan said.

The abyss lord patted his back. “Come on over and take a turn with the fifth edition G&W dungeon optimization package. It’s really nifty.”

G & W. As in Gary and Wyatt.

“Sounds great!” Marko shot to his feet, probably relieved not to be talking about their alchemy class.

It wasn’t long before Lady Elesiel and Jimi Magmarty were criticizing the fungal dungeon Logan had created on the magic board game, harshly critiquing his trap placement and room design. But it was better to be practicing with the upgraded fifth edition than going through the paper.
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The next six weeks flew by as excitement for the tournament mounted. Before Logan knew it, a quarter of their third year had passed.

On the Thursday night before the tournament, Logan reabsorbed his digestion pits and threw a new black mold mattress into his Ring of Pockets. Packing was a snap. Soon he was with his friends, on their way to the BYE portal on the eastern side of the realm.

Marko had manifested a mannequin minion to help carry all his gear—bags and bags of things. He wasn’t alone there. Lady Elesiel had various skeletal staff to help her travel.

Shurgur Eve, the fly woman, flew in with several fly-human hybrids loaded down with suitcases that smelled like rotting food. Logan found the luggage both appetizing and intriguing.

Everyone had packed for a long weekend, Friday through Sunday. Logan was pretty sure that the actual tournament class had done nothing to help him prepare, and the twine wasn’t helping. At all. But Chadrigoth had stepped up big time, just as Inga had in their Business of Destruction class. Once upon a time, the abyss lord had openly mocked the idea of a well laid out dungeon, instead relying on raw strength and brute force to get the job done. After pairing with Logan, however, he’d changed his tune. Over the summer he’d not only worked out physically but mentally—becoming a master of dungeon design.

With Chadrigoth’s thoughtful oversight and the Terrible Twelfth’s overall tenaciousness, Logan felt he was as ready as he could be given the circumstances.

Professor Suresh, their chaperone, had arrived with a variety of feline imp minions hauling his excessive wardrobe. He was as bad as Marko and Lady Elesiel.

The Rakshasa stood at the center of his piles of luggage. To the south were the waterfalls tumbling into oblivion. In front of them was a branch of the Tree of Souls itself, growing up through the ground. Suresh cleared his throat and waved for everyone to be silent. “Tonight is the pre-tournament mixer. Keep in mind, other competitors will be there to intimidate us. Once we leave Arborea, the games start. Most likely, there will be chatter, but be aware that there might also be actual murder. We’ve seen that in prior years. So stay alert. Stay alive. Except for you, Logan. We don’t need you.”

Chadrigoth laughed sadly. “I’ve said those same words, Professor. But now I see Logan as our best chance of winning.” The abyss lord gave Logan an encouraging smile and a giant thumbs-up of support.

Logan couldn’t help but smile back.

Open support from Chadrigoth Nobleblade? Things had really changed.

Now, on to a mixer that might kill him. It wasn’t the first time that Logan had faced deadly socializing. He’d once been to a cousin’s wedding that had been really, really rough.

Suresh touched the bark of the tree and, in a blink, he was whisked away.

Logan and the other guardians followed after him.

Let the games begin…


CHAPTER NINE
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Logan walked out onto the balcony of the Arena Suprema’s party room, which overlooked the arena itself. He needed a break from the press of bodies and the unrelenting clamor of voices, which was loud even without the booming beat of the music.

The headmaster of Saudrian’s School of Guardians turned out to be a sentient squid bard, named Vos Mynih, who played the drums with impeccable rhythm and impossibly good timing. No one made the SpongeBob SquarePants Squidward joke, which Logan had been expecting. If anything had permeated the consciousness of the multiverse, it should’ve been the underwater denizens of Bikini Bottom. Vos Mynih certainly would’ve been right at home.

The octo-limbed bard had created a variety of aquatic minions to accompany him, but Vos made sure that he was the loudest. It was like an EDM show met Dante’s Inferno.

Apparently, Marko knew Vos Mynih because Saudrian’s was where his clown college was going to be hosted, and Vos had invited the satyr to play with his band. Luckily, Marko’s monstrous lute music was drowned out by Vos’s nearly constant drum solo.

The mixer was in full swing, as Professor Suresh had promised, but the Rakshasa had undersold the event just a little. This was the party of the year, and the venue was packed with famous celebrity dungeons, prominent council members, illustrious staff, and the best and the brightest each school had to offer. One hundred and forty-four of the best and brightest to be exact, since there were twelve schools competing in this year’s games.

Shadowcroft himself was in attendance, of course. He was busy talking with Lolozi Webbs, the demonic spider queen who was the headmistress at Nightfall University. The same Nightfall University that had won the interschool tournament every year for the past decade. Evelyn Grimwyrm, headmistress at Crossworld Academy of the Arcane—a very respected school in its own right—lingered nearby, politely eavesdropping on their conversation. Not that she was particularly subtle in her efforts. It was hard to miss her since she was an enormous worm dungeon core with a manhole-sized maw chock-full of undulating fangs.

Standing awkwardly to the side was the zombie headmaster of the Plaguebringer College of the Undead, which specialized in necrotic-style dungeon cores. Stygis Plaguebringer was the founder and the only headmaster the institution had ever known, which could explain why the school had a rotten reputation, ironic given the rot infecting the headmaster.

The competition judges were sequestered away from the participants. Most were dignitaries from the Council of Dungeons or smaller schools that weren’t competing, but there were a few famous guardians as well. Rumor had it that Ji-Soo, from the Arcandor Initiative, and Kyvandry Spencer, that loveable blade ghoul from Eritreus, were the celebrity judges this year. That was exciting since Logan had already had an opportunity to meet both during past field trips.

From the balcony, Logan gazed down at the field itself, which was like twelve NASCAR stadiums surrounded by a hundred Marriotts and a thousand dance clubs, restaurants, and swimming pools. It was resortsville, a strange kind of Las Vegas. The whole facility was probably the size of Beijing. Inga had informed him that there would be at least twelve dungeons being run simultaneously. Observation decks would be packed with fans. There were also magical screens which would capture the action. Those dungeon cores who could fly were free to float over the various dungeons because the ceiling would be transparent.

Suresh had warned him that they couldn’t get distracted by the spectators—many a dungeon core had frozen up completely under the scrutiny of the hundreds of thousands of fans both in person and watching through video crystals at home. Every magazine and newspaper would be full of news about the tournament.

Logan had mixed feelings about being paraded around in front of thousands. Marko couldn’t wait to give people the opportunity to love him—those were his words.

At the party, Logan spotted the venerable Threshing Tortoise, Zhen Ikgix, who looked pretty good for being tens of thousands of years old. Logan had kept his true identity—the original Onyx Tortoise—a secret. According to Inga, Zhen Ikgix was helping manage the Apothos in the Arena Suprema so they could create copies of Sir Rosencrantz Brandybutter and his team of raiders.

Twelve schools, twelve dungeon cores, twelve dungeons at a time. Even still, it would take four days for everyone to compete. Starting Friday morning, at 8:00 AM, there was going to be twelve rounds, each lasting six hours, with an hour for the cleanup and reset. The Crucible would run around the clock, and Marko was thrilled to be in the Sunday, 2:00 AM slot. Each dungeon would have three hours to create a single-level, classic medieval-style stone dungeon, which was a level playing field. The simulated dungeoneers would have three hours to complete the run.

Logan was set to go last, in the Monday, 1:00 PM slot. That wasn’t going to help his anxiety any. Chadrigoth, in a dramatic turn of events, would be going in the round immediately before him, starting at 6:00 AM that Monday.

Inga was scheduled to go first, which definitely put some added pressure on her. She’d come to the pre-tournament mixer, but she swore she was going to leave early. Marko wasn’t helping her keep that promise, however. The last Logan had seen her, Tet was getting her a drink.

After Logan got his breather, he was going to head back into the action to make sure Inga went home early and got a proper night’s rest. Sure, Chadrigoth was probably going to win first place for the entire competition, but that didn’t mean the Terrible Twelfth shouldn’t give it their all.

He inhaled and had to smile at his life. To think, just a couple short years earlier, he’d been running a landscaping business, building decks, and mowing lawns. Now here he was, being trained to help save the universe, with a mixture of monsters as his closest friends.

Speaking of which, Logan turned to see Chadrigoth toast him with a glass of cranberry juice. Unfortunately, he hadn’t advanced to A-Class, and yet, the abyss lord seemed to be as cheerful as ever.

Marko came out with his lute on his back, carrying a big mug of beer. With him was a towering white dragon, about as tall as Treacle, if you didn’t count the long serpentine tail dragging behind her.

Treacle and Inga were close behind.

“Hey, Logan, there’s someone here who wants to meet you,” Marko said, guiding the dragon toward him. “She’s already met Treacle and Inga, but of course, you’re kind of famous. Not Sangretta royalty famous, but almost.”

Logan extended a hand and offered her a warm smile.

The dragon frowned and regarded the proffered limb as though it were diseased. “Oh, no, I’m so sorry, Mr. Murray, but I can’t shake your hand. I know about spores. They’re gross. But, on a brighter note, I’m so happy to meet you!” Her voice was very pleasant and soft, and yet, her ice-white eyes were as cold as a killing snow. Was that a light bit of makeup around her eyes? She definitely had some thick eyelashes. Fake? Maybe.

Logan took a step back, suddenly self-conscious. “Hi. Any friend of Marko’s is a… dubious prospect at best.”

Marko laughed. “It’s funny ’cause it’s true.”

The dragon laughed politely. “No, no, no, you misunderstand me. I’m not friends with Marko. I value my liver too much.”

“Ouch.” The goat man sipped his beer.

“I’m Wintersylver,” the dragon continued. “From Nightfall University. That’s where Melvin went. You remember Melvin R. Chevalier, right? Sweet, funny, adorable Melvin?” Her gaze burned with cold fury. “Your little friend is wearing his hat.”

Inga took off the fedora and held it awkwardly.

Wintersylver didn’t even seem to notice. Her eyes bored into Logan. “I’m sure you remember Melvin and his cherry turnovers. They were as delicious as his personality—not that you really ever got to know the real him, right? No. Too busy saving the day and kicking ass, right Mr. Murray?”

Logan swallowed hard. “We… uh… It was complicated. But we feel bad, terrible, about what happened.”

The dragon snorted, a cloud of freezing mist washing out from her nose. Ice crystals thickened her scales. “But it really wasn’t you, from what I understand.” She turned that gaze on Marko. “It was the moronic satyr with a drinking problem. He’s an outclassed dungeon core riding on your coattails. But he’s cute.” She paused and tapped at her muzzle with an icy talon. “I have to say, a lot more handsome than I would’ve thought.”

Marko sighed happily. “I love praise. It is my sweet mistress.”

Treacle spit his jawbreaker out into his hand. “Melvin, our lost friend. A tragic plot point enduring. Cherry tart…sour taste.”

The dragon turned on him. “Oh, so someone has some class. Taking Runic Haiku, are we? You’re the Alchemic Machinist with the mood disorder. Sweetness Happybutt or something?”

“Treacle Glimmerhappy. The ice is so cold. Villainous first impressions. Frost on pink blossoms.”

“Whatever that means!” Wintersylver snorted. She backed up, closed her eyes, and put her thumb claws to finger claws like in a yogic meditation pose. She took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. The ambient temperature dropped by thirty degrees and hoarfrost raced across the ground. Treacle’s back popped open, and mechanical arms draped his huge coat over his shoulders.

Logan kinda enjoyed the wet chill.

Wintersylver opened her eyes. “I’m so sorry. I promised myself I wouldn’t attack you. I know the pre-tournament mixer could be used as a weapon, but I didn’t want to win like that. Can you forgive me?”

Inga was mystified. She glanced at Logan.

Logan found himself talking, not sure what to say. “It’s not a problem, Wintersylver. I mean, as long as you aren’t here to kill us, we’re fine. And for what it’s worth, we sincerely do feel bad about Melvin.”

“Kill you?” The white dragon rolled her eyes. “As if. We’re all here because we want to protect the Tree of Souls. Killing other dungeon cores would be terrible. Not productive in the least. Which makes me wonder what kind of dungeon Melvin would’ve created had he still been alive. To think, he might’ve been at this party. It’s sad. But oh well, such is life. I hope you all do well. I would just love to destroy you in the finals. Just completely and utterly annihilate you.” She paused and canted her head to one side. “Like embarrass you, you know? Ideally, you’d be so humiliated you’d never really recover. But I’m sure that probably won’t happen. Chadrigoth is the dungeon guardian to beat. He seems nice. Do you know if he’s seeing anyone? Maybe that pretty cat girl with the unfortunate skin condition?”

“He’s single,” Inga burst out. “But he was seeing Lady Elesiel for the last couple of years.”

“Is she the dead elf woman with the off-putting laugh?” Wintersylver asked.

Inga nodded, looking extremely uncomfortable. She held Melvin’s hat behind her back with two of her arms. The other two hung at her side awkwardly.

Wintersylver shrugged. “Well, I suppose I should go say hi. Good luck tomorrow, moth girl. Good for you, being so confident. Otherwise, you’d be resting up. But you’re not. So you probably won’t be at your best tomorrow. Toodles!”

The white dragon slithered off, elegantly flying through the air like a ballet dancer.

Marko nodded. “Well, she seemed nice. Like a polite woodchipper.”

Inga exhaled the breath she’d been holding. “She’s in my head. Suresh warned us about not being intimidated. I am so intimidated. And I don’t think I can wear Melvin’s hat ever again.”

Treacle gently took the hat from Inga and put it on her head. “Don’t let anyone ever tell you how to mourn. Especially strangers. You wear the hat out of respect. And I like it.”

Inga’s eyes filled with tears. She threw her arms around the minotaur and hugged him with all four of her arms. He grunted, unsure for a moment. But then he hugged her back.

Marko made the international gesture for drinking too much.

Inga stepped back and wiped a tear from her oversized, luminous eyes. “Mean dragon or not, Wintersylver is very powerful. She’s a high B-Class cultivator. She came in second at the dungeon games two years in a row. She’s favored to place first.”

“What are the dungeon games?” Logan asked.

Inga shrugged. “They’re an unsanctioned junior league of sorts—a proving ground for competitive dungeons with… well, money. Mostly, it’s a way for underperforming dungeons from wealthy, well-connected families to earn participation trophies. Shadowcroft doesn’t talk much about the dungeon games, since they’re sponsored by Plaguebringer and Saudrian’s, but we’ve won them the last three years in a row. Even though they typically don’t mean much, I watched some of Wintersylver’s video crystals, and she is… impressive.”

Logan remembered Rockheart talking about them his first year, but he’d been pretty overwhelmed back then. “Any idea when Wintersylver competes? If she’s our main competition I’d like to have an idea of what we’re up against.”

Inga nodded. “She has a prime spot on Sunday night—Round 9 at 4:00 PM. It’s kind of the sweet spot, though it can be hard to shine, which is one nice thing about going first, and also going last. However, she’ll have a good idea of what the judges are looking for, and she’ll have info on the competition.”

Marko took Inga’s hand. “Let’s get you to your room, Ms. Therian. You have to completely wow them tomorrow. You have your plan, right?”

The moth woman nodded, still looking quite unsure of herself. “I do, thanks to Gary & Wyatt’s fifth edition. That was surprisingly helpful. Chadrigoth and Tet also offered me some pointers. We’re really a team.”

Logan nodded. “Yeah, we really are.”

He was a little sad that he and Inga weren’t competing together. He’d gotten so used to working with her through the Symbiotic bond. However, he couldn’t help but feel the buzz of excitement hanging in the air. Sure, maybe he wouldn’t win, but he was going to give it his very best. Hopefully, his best would be enough.


CHAPTER TEN
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Logan stood on Viewing Dock #6, watching Marko’s surreal masterpiece of dungeonesque performance art. Logan had already cheered Inga on Friday morning, and now, two days later, it was Marko’s turn.

The satyr was obviously having the time of his life. Not only had he created a very strange dungeon, but he also wasn’t cleaning bathrooms. He’d asked the Gelatinous Knight and Nemoy, the elderly undead merman, to help him out while he was away for the Crucible. Both agreed, though Marko had expressed some concern they wouldn’t do a good job. To think, he was worried about your average Arborean restroom. Things had changed.

Logan should’ve been enjoying his suite, which boasted multiple rooms, huge, tiled bathrooms, and an expansive kitchen with more than enough room for his digestion pit. But instead, he’d left his fancy hotel room to support a friend. Logan stood on the balcony, staring down at Marko’s dungeon, which was part Cirque du Soleil, part malarial fever dream nightmare, but mostly it was pure, unadulterated Marko.

Even at a glance, it was clear the goat man wasn’t trying to win. He was trying to be a spectacle. In that, he couldn’t fail.

The name of his dungeon was Trix/Terrible, and it had its own logo—a mannequin covered in roses facing a mirror. In the mirror, there were shadowy things with teeth and tentacles. It was deeply, deeply unsettling. Even by Marko’s standards.

The dungeon started off with the basics—old moss-covered stone, dripping water, and silence, which was punctuated every so often by a well-timed shriek. Logan could appreciate the skill level. The nuance of it all. The water drips were timed perfectly to be anti-rhythmic. The screams were at the exact decibel level to conjure as much terror as possible.

Sure, the dungeon started off kind of generic. Then it got… weird.

Marko was facing the full complement of Shadowcroft’s simulated adventurers. They were actually ghosts, but through the magic of the Threshing Turtle, they now had physical bodies. In Logan’s mind, it was disturbingly unethical to enslave the souls of raiders for millennia, but then again, the dungeon academy was trying to save the universe, and none of the raiders seemed to complain about the arrangement. Not any of the twelve versions the tournament runners had created, anyway.

The party was chock-full of the classic hits:

	Brandybutter as an armor-clad, melee damage dealer.

	Arfgar of the Hill People playing the role of frontline tank.

	Sir Mediocritus spec’d out as a ranged damage dealer.

	Lindarval Lanathandyx took on the mantle of healing support. She was also known as Feathers, given she was a worshipper of Illumina Pate, the Bald Phoenix.

	The team also had two sorcerers, Morty Mercutio Mimsy and Hallsee the Sad—both dangerous powerhouses if left to their own devices.

	Lastly, there was an explorer/rogue by the name of Daggers McFinn.



Most of the seven raiders would be high C-Class, but there would also be some B-Class—at least two, if not three. Not that Marko was actually worried about the dungeoneers. He was far more interested in the story of the dungeon—a true artist unconcerned with the grading criteria. Which was insane. Although the Crucible was a simulated event, it came with some very real consequences to make it more interesting for the powerful and wealthy spectators who liked to gamble on the event. If the raiders broke through his defenses and managed to shatter his dungeon core gem, the satyr would die, whether his narrative structure was solid or not.

But Marko was cool as a cucumber, despite what was at stake.

In Trix/Terrible, the meta-story was as confusing as it was self-referential. It was literally about a satyr trying to win a dungeon competition. The fictional dungeon master knew he wouldn’t win, and his heart was broken, though he was trying to repair it with a magically crafted item called the Harmonica of Healing. It was absurdist to the extreme, although Marko would definitely get points for creativity, set design, and for crafting such a unique and interesting magic item. Which was good, because Logan was pretty sure those were the only points he’d be receiving from the judges.

Marko’s dungeon was too artsy to be very effective. Once again, the satyr had gone for style over substance.

As the seven raiders crept through the dripping water room, they came upon a sad mannequin in a satyr costume sitting on a splintered throne decorated with copious amounts of graffiti. The dummy in the goat outfit was pining over his failures while other mannequins tried to soothe him. None of them attacked the dungeoneers. The raiding party simply walked through the room while the fake Marko monologued about the futility of life and his inevitable defeat.

Overall, it was a thoughtful and poignant vignette that reflected on the struggles of a dungeon core, while simultaneously imploring the adventurers to turn back and reconsider their life choices.

Of course, it had no effect whatsoever.

Those mannequins, however, would follow the party and attack them in the main trap room, which contained a beautifully painted portrait of Wintersylver. She was standing on the corpses of other tournament competitors, which was eerie. Logan saw Lady Elesiel, pierced with spears, holding Chadrigoth’s decapitated head. Jimi Magmarty had been crushed into a pile of rubble.

When the dungeoneers entered the room, the painting of the ice dragon sprang from the wall and attacked, while the mannequins from the monologue room launched a rear ambush.

The dummies were surprisingly effective and managed to kill both Sir Mediocritus and Morty Mercutio Mimsy.

Brandybutter was eventually able to slay the white dragon without it killing anyone else—though the whole party suffered some grievous wounds.

The next room was bare, but there was something eerily wrong with the shadows. Marko’s voice drifted through moving patches of darkness, once again pondering his own eventual failure. And yet Marko would definitely get points for structural engineering—he had a secret passageway that connected the shadow room to the inner sanctum, so he could go and play his lute and summon eldritch horrors before retreating back to the sanctum. One of the summoned abominations devoured Hallsee the Sad. Brandybutter and Arfgar were wounded, yet they managed to kill the horrors.

Unfortunately, Lindarval Lanathandyx managed to heal both the paladin and the barbarian before their wounds turned mortal.

Worse, Daggers McFinn detected the secret passage, and so Marko’s horrible victory feast room, which was actually there to celebrate his defeat, was totally skipped. Too bad, because Marko had set up a puppet theater using a combination of his College of Form abilities: living shadows, unsettling mannequins, and powerful, hidden mimics. The puppets—all tasteful imitations of the First Cohort—had been set to attack and overwhelm the dungeoneers. A host of Italian food mimics would’ve sealed the raiders’ fate had they taken a bite of the heavenly spread.

The surviving four adventurers followed the snaking secret passageway directly into Marko’s inner sanctum, where he wore a dunce cap, up on stage, sobbing, “What is dungeon? Dungeon is me. What is dungeon? Dungeon are we!”

Then the stage exploded as a single Cthulhu-like mannequin rose up from the wreckage, revealing the central pedestal underneath.

Marko cackled laughter and put the Harmonica of Healing to his lips. He didn’t need to be healed, but he was using the item anyway, because of course, it was like Chekhov’s musical mouth instrument—once you introduce a magical harmonica, you have to use it. While Marko played a jaunty little healing tune, he performed Nataraja’s Wretched Rhythm—a strange, disjointed dance that hypnotized Arfgar. The Cthulhu mannequin ripped the barbarian’s head off with his mouth tentacles. Creeping up behind the monstrosity, Daggers McFinn landed a critical backstab that felled the eldritch horror in a single powerful blow.

Marko wasn’t about to spoil his work of art by actually fighting himself.

Instead, he hoisted himself above the pedestal and hung in the ropes, in a pathetic display of defeat. “I am fate’s sorrowful puppet,” he declared. “Destiny has haunted my dungeon core since I was first damned to this world of raiders and the raided. Failure was my destiny from the start!”

Brandybutter, the cleric, and the rogue stood in front of the stage like spellbound audience members.

Logan found himself both entranced by the drama and genuinely concerned about his friend’s survival. Marko wouldn’t let his dungeon core gem be shattered for the sake of art, would he?

By that time, it was 8:00 AM and Viewing Deck #6 was packed with spectators, all struck silent at the spectacle. Logan was positive that the Crucible and the Interschool Tournament had never seen anything even remotely like the dungeon Marko had created.

Finally, Brandybutter broke free of the mesmerizing performance and rushed the pedestal, his enormous broadsword swinging for the fences.

Marko, however, wasn’t quite out of the fight. He activated Dumbshow of Burguk, which allowed him to use his mime abilities to create invisible objects, like a wall. Marko mimed his heart out. And altered reality in the process.

Brandybutter smashed into the invisible rampart just as the puppets and pasta mimics, moving on noodle legs, rushed into the room, hitting the adventurers in the back in an avalanche of teeth and red sauce. It was a marinara massacre that was sure to leave ungodly stains for years to come. The chaotic ambush bought Marko enough time to drop from the ropes and hurl a flurry of magical knives. Conjured blades pincushioned Brandybutter, ignoring his magical armor, as he was pulled down and enfolded by a monstrous one-hundred-layer lasagna.

Puppet Chadrigoth had claws that shredded Feathers the cleric like a cheese grater going to work on a block of parmesan. Puppet Lady Elesiel drove her sword into Daggers McFinn, backstabbing the backstabber.

Puppet Magmarty pounded Brandybutter’s armor flat while Puppet Tet leapt around the room—the epitome of feline grace—unleashing carnage in her wake.

The auditorium erupted in applause and reverberating cheers.

It was pretty clear to Logan that Marko hadn’t really planned on defeating the raiders, but he’d managed to pull it off, thanks to his puppet creations.

The satyr was still alive, but he’d used every bit of his Apothos to achieve the victory. Of course he’d nailed the Wow Factor, but that was only 5% of his total score.

Inga and Treacle stood nearby, watching the battle play out below with worried glances.

Inga blinked as the last of the raiders finally fell—head disappearing down the gullet of a delicious-looking chicken parm. “That was… that was…” Her lips pressed into a thin line of disapproval. “I don’t know what the word is.”

Treacle threw sarcastic jazz hands. “Two words: Trix/Terrible.”

They waited while Marko reabsorbed all of the remaining Apothos energy he could, though there wasn’t much left. For better or worse—probably for worse—he’d gone all out. The judges flashed his total score over Dungeon #6:

	Apothos Usage = 50/100

	Structural Economy = 85/100

	Minion Management = 75/100

	Crafting Manifestations = 95/100

	Wow Factor = 100/100

	Total Weighted Score = 68.25 (D+)



Marko had survived the trial—and he’d clearly impressed the judges with his creativity—but thanks to his abysmal Apothos usage, he scored low, nearly at the bottom of the proverbial barrel.

Inga sighed. “It’s unfortunate but not surprising.”

Back on Friday morning, she’d run an almost perfect dungeon, but even she wasn’t at the top. She’d scored a 92, with a mixture of scores in the 80s and 90s. Inga’s dungeon scored big points for her minion usage, though her lures could’ve been better. The real problem had been her Structural Economy. She went with a super complicated hive structure along with bookshelves and a maze that didn’t quite work. She hadn’t been able to decide, and so she’d thrown in everything but the kitchen sink. Her Apothos usage had been on point, however.

Treacle exhaled. For once, he wasn’t holding the jawbreaker or sucking on it. He did, however, spout poetry. “Now the time has come. Minotaur dungeon showdown. Blood on spinning gears.”

Logan rubbed his head. “What’s that now?”

“Treacle’s competing in the next round,” Inga translated, before hugging the big minotaur. “I wish you the best of luck, my friend. We’ll be watching!”

Logan knew what Treacle Glimmerhappy was planning to do to the simulated dungeoneers, and he couldn’t wait to see the carnage.


CHAPTER ELEVEN
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Marko joined Logan and Inga on the viewing deck. All three cheered Treacle on.

In the end, the minotaur scored even better than Inga, beating the point spread in his favor. His Deadly Labyrinth Machine was exactly that—an intricate clockwork labyrinth with a ticking time bomb mechanic built in for added effect. The walls of the labyrinth grew closer and closer every ten minutes, forcing the dungeoneers to hurry into traps or bumble into various automated monsters, all fueled by Treacle’s AFS Core Improvement, otherwise known as an Augmented Fulgur Stone.

The dungeon was so well laid out that Treacle’s Ugknot Calflings were able to kill most of the dungeoneers. The lure was a pair of powerful magical crossbows—one that could fire bolts like a machine gun and another that was basically a Stinger missile. It was anti-dungeoneering technology at its finest.

Two adventurers, Daggers McFinn and Sir Rosencrantz Brandybutter, made it through the warren of horrific traps and into the inner sanctum. Once inside, they didn’t survive for long. Treacle defended his pedestal with a magic crossbow in each hand, all the while sucking on the jawbreaker. It made for an awesome image, especially as his death trap dungeon ticked down. Marko had definitely helped with the sound design.

Daggers died under a hail of crossbow bolts.

Brandybutter took a single bolt to the chest and met a grisly and truly spectacular fate—exploding in a geyser of severed limbs and gore.

The minotaur walked away with a total score of 93.9.

Historically, it wasn’t a score that would put a dungeon guardian in the top six, but every year was just a bit different. There was still hope.

Inga was amazed at how well he’d done. “Treacle certainly had the wow factor, but the dungeon was very expensive as far as Apothos goes. Also, the structural economy was extravagant. Since the scores are weighted, Apothos usage is critical.”

Logan was thinking the same thing. And he had some ideas when it came to that.

Treacle’s round ended at 3:00 PM, and Wintersylver—their primary competitor—would start constructing her dungeon at 4:00 PM. Logan had been up for nearly twenty-hour hours, so he used the lull in action to grab a little fungi shut-eye. A little before 7:00 PM, he cracked bleary eyes, stretched his spongy limbs, and trudged up to Viewing Deck #9 still feeling worn out from the past few days. He got there just before Wintersylver was set to begin and was happy to find the rest of his cohort waiting for him near the railing.

“Hurry!” Inga called, waving him over with one hand. Thankfully, they’d saved a spot for him, or he would’ve been stuck watching the event from one of the crystalline projector screens scattered throughout the various club rooms. “It’s starting.”

Marko grinned as Logan joined them and held out a thick sheet of parchment. “Ji-Soo sent me a note,” he said, chest puffed up with pride. “She was so impressed! And Kyvandry Spencer thought my design was bold if, and I quote, ‘a little self-indulgent.’ A reporter wanted to do a write-up on me for Monsters Weekly. I have to admit, I wasn’t sure if I was going to walk away from those dungeoneers.”

“But you did,” Logan said, clapping his buddy on the back. “And it really was something to see.”

The words guttered and died on Logan’s lips as he saw the grandeur of Wintersylver’s dungeon, The Lair of the Snow Fiend. A grand archway carved from enchanted blue ice led into three interconnected caverns, each bigger than the last. There were no mazes to navigate, no false rooms, no secret passageways. It had a simple design, and everything was beautifully polished to perfection. The last of the three chambers was her inner sanctum—a vast audience hall of blue-white ice, powdered with glittering snow and multihued stalactite-like icicles.

The middle cave was completely dark, though there were more icicles hanging down like overgrown bats from the transparent ceiling.

Treacle nodded. “Three rooms, she’s going to do well on Structural Economy. No wasted space. No unnecessary Apothos expenditure. It’s a gamble, though. She better have some good traps, and her minion management is going to have to be on point.”

“Agreed,” Inga said. “I’ve done some research on her. After that unpleasantness on Thursday night, I took a break from reading the tax code to look up exactly what kind of dungeon core Wintersylver is. She’s classified as a White Wyrm—a rare type of ice Wyvern. Look there, in the first cave, she’s using Foot Freeze to trap as many of the dungeoneers as she can.”

The icy ground seemed to be just snow, blown in from the entrance. That wasn’t the case. It was a deceptively clever snare.

Brandybutter was caught first. His plate mail immediately started to ice over, lightning forks of hoarfrost racing across the metal, freezing the joints so he couldn’t move a muscle. Hallsee the Sad and Feathers the Cleric didn’t fare any better, and both ended up caught in the frosty deathtrap.

Inga kept up the commentary as the dungeoneers painstakingly progressed through the space. “She could’ve used her Flash Freeze ability, which would’ve killed one of them, but it’s prohibitively expensive since it’s an insta-kill spell. Instead, she’s using practical, low-cost spells and abilities to amp her Apothos Usage score. Calculating, but clever.”

From the snowy sides of the cave came spinning cyclones. At first, Logan thought they were more traps, but no, he saw fiendish faces snarling within the swirling snow.

Inga winced. “Ah, yes. Those would be her blizzard elementals.” She tapped at her chin with one slim finger. “I must admit, it’s rather disconcerting that she’s unleashing such powerful monsters right away.”

In the end, the blizzard elementals killed Hallsee the Sad and Feathers the Cleric. Morty Mimsy was able to use a fire wall and a fireball to get the rest of the party out of a tight spot. Brandybutter helped, with an enchanted flaming sword, courtesy of The Magnificent Mimsy. The flaming blade dealt additional damage against the elementals. Working together, the raiders were able to kill her frontline minions, but they’d lost both a spell caster and their healer in the process. It was a costly victory for the raiders, and one that would ultimately cripple them in the long game.

Which was Wintersylver’s plan, Logan had no doubt.

The middle cavern was a gloomy, eerie place, full of drips and ghostly, whistling winds. The floor was stone, but frozen ponds were scattered seemingly at random throughout the room.

The party crept forward through the darkness, avoiding the icy patches no matter the cost. The frost floor in the last room had exacted a terrible toll, and it was clear they wanted to avoid paying that price again. But Wintersylver had planned for that as well.

Marko laughed and shook his head. “Oh, she’s good. That darkness, the cold, that wind—I love that she went classic. Do you know what the lure is? A dragon-slaying spear, a dragon lance, if you will. There’s also a ton of jewels and treasures, all endogenous, so they’re cheap.”

“Look!” Inga pointed. “That whistling wind is covering the sound of her Stalac-Frights.”

Marko closed his eyes. “Stalac-Frights. Let me guess, giant ice spears that fall from the ceiling? Lovely. Just lovely. I can appreciate a pun that kills.”

That was exactly what Stalac-Frights were, and Wintersylver had positioned the deadly spits of ice above the stone sections of floor devoid of the frozen pools. She’d known the dungeoneers would avoid the icy pools—which meant she also knew exactly where to place the traps for maximum devastation. Daggers McFinn, the party rogue and point man, was able to effortlessly dodge the falling Stalac-Frights, but Sir Mediocritus wasn’t so lucky. He took a spike to the top of the skull. It impaled him straight through, killing him where he stood.

The falling spikes caused the remaining party members to panic. They quickly realized the deadly, oversized icicles were only above the stone sections of floor—which immediately pushed them toward the frozen pools.

Wintersylver was ready again.

The ice ponds cracked, and slender lizard people, covered in white scales, slipped through the fissures. They moved on silent feet, lashing out with wicked fangs and razor-sharp talons made from black ice. The creatures overwhelmed Morty Mimsy before he could even utter a spell.

“Frost Bites.” Inga nodded. “They are her less powerful minions, but those Stalac-Frights distracted the adventurers, making them easy prey for the weaker creatures.”

Arfgar broke away from his teammates and bolted toward the exit at the far end of the chamber. There were two huge piles of snow flanking the door. Both looked harmless. Neither were. One slid down to engulf the barbarian completely. The other let out a room-shaking roar.

“What are those?” Marko asked breathlessly.

“Avalanche golems,” Inga replied, leaning forward against the railing as she studied the layout. “They’re essentially living avalanches.”

“Live-a-lanches,” Marko whispered. “Diabolical.”

Daggers McFinn tried to dodge the golems, but he was soon swamped in snow.

Brandybutter turned to flee, but one of the avalanche golems slapped him with a big hand studded with sharpened sticks and pine needles.

The paladin staggered back, only to find himself covered in a swarm of Frost Bites.

Wintersylver, in the inner sanctum, was in her full wyvern form, and at least fifty feet long. She threw her head back and roared in victory, her lithe body wrapped around her pedestal, where the dragon-slaying spear lay.

It hadn’t even been forty-five minutes and not one of the dungeoneers had come close to making it into her inner sanctum. Her dungeon was as lethal as it was simple.

Inga sighed. “I’m rather disappointed. Wintersylver’s personal arsenal is legion. She has a freezing breath weapon called Arctic Blast. Her Hoarfrost Gaze Glaze can stop adventurers in their tracks, completely paralyzing them. Then there is her Subzero Scales ability, which encases her in impenetrable frost armor. Did I mention that she can create ice walls at will? Because she can. And she can also beat her wings to generate Terrifying Wind, which is, of course, terrifying. And blustery. Not to mention Slam Bite, Glacier Tail, and Numbing Embrace. Much as I hate to mention it, she is a truly formidable opponent.”

“Agreed,” Treacle muttered. “She’s going to score very well. Even I can tell she still has plenty of Apothos left.”

The judges flashed their scores over her dungeon.

Logan put his hands over his eyes and turned off his senses. “I don’t even want to know. It’s just going to freak me out.”

What he did know for a fact was that he had his work cut out for him. Especially since he was on his own, without a symbiotic partner to back him up, and he only had a fraction of the weapons that Wintersylver had.

Of course. She was a White Wyrm, and he was fungaloid. Even at B-Class, he didn’t have her arsenal.

What did he have? A whole lot of spores, and a whole lot of rot, and he was going to use both. He might not win, but he was going to try his best, and suddenly, he couldn’t wait to compete.


CHAPTER TWELVE
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Logan used every minute of the three hours to craft the best dungeon possible.

He had ignored the scores of all the remaining competitors, especially Wintersylver’s. She was the talk of the tournament. Everyone was chattering about her unprecedented, near perfect score. While Logan didn’t have the specifics, he knew that Wintersylver and Chadrigoth were at the very top. That surprised no one. Trying to match what the top-tier contenders had accomplished wasn’t feasible, so Logan didn’t even try. He simply focused on his own work.

However, to add to the pressure, rumor had it that Brandybutter and his dungeoneers had managed to get to the pedestals of a handful dungeon cores, and their cores had been shattered in the process. No one was very surprised by that. What was surprising? There was a Crystal Duchess dungeon core from Saudrian’s School of Guardians that had scored surprisingly well given the school’s bad reputation. A testament to the fact that anything could happen in an event like this. Logan was definitely at a disadvantage, but he wasn’t out of the running just yet.

Before he put the finishing touches on his dungeon, Logan checked his Matrix one more time to make sure he didn’t miss anything:

<<<>>>

Logan Murray

Guardian Core Matrix

Base Race: Fungaloid

Current Evolution: Nightfell Monarch

Cultivator Class: Azure Branch Cultivator; B-Class, Rank 4

Primary Elemental Affinities: Morta/Toxicus

Racial Abilities:

Digestion

Racial Skill:

Domestic Fungi

Level-One Proto-Spore Cultures

Opal Truffles, Mucal Film, Ghoul’s Snare, Blister Wart, God’s Eye Caps, Eyelash Stinkhorn

Level-Two Proto-Spore Cultures

Braincaps, Gem-studded Puffballs, Skullcaps, Ashvein

Level-Three Proto-Spore Cultures

Spore Wargs, Crimson Coral Fungus, Sunflower Pods

Level-Four Proto-Spore Cultures

Kurrybooboo, Corpsebomb Fungi

Fungal Form (Active):

Exoskeleton

Pneumacity

Mycological Rage (NEW!)

Fungal Form (Passive):

Fungal Vision

Disease Immunity

Poison Immunity

Blindness Immunity

Deafness Immunity (NEW!)

Replicate

Spore Halo:

Pollinic Affliction

Symbiosis

Athlete’s Ailment

Rapid Growth

Narcotic

<<<>>>

Maybe he didn’t have Hoarfrost Gaze Glaze, Glacier Tail, or Subzero Scales like Wintersylver, but he had some formidable skills of his own—even if they were a little less flashy.

Once finished, Logan hurried through his three-room dungeon. The rooms were connected by a narrow set of descending steps, about twelve feet long, stuffed with mushrooms. Good thing he had Rapid Growth spores. He would unleash his proto-spore cultures and then let the Rapid Growth leak out of his cap gills. Watching in real time, he’d see the fungal growths grow larger and larger until they narrowed the corridors between rooms into a tight passage full of Blister Wart and other dangerous spores.

One of the nice things about going last was that he could see what the other competitors had done and implement the most effective strategies. Wintersylver had chosen to keep it simple, and he was going to do the same thing. And like Marko, he had added a secret passageway that connected the first room to his inner sanctum.

That first room was a mushroom jungle with a single bridge spanning an oversized digestion pit that took up most of the floor. On the southern side, he put the entrance to his secret passageway, covered in Ghoul’s Snare and Eyelash Stinkhorn, which smelled like rotten sewage to most people. For Logan, it was like comforting incense, spicy and warm. But his senses were working on a completely different level.

That digestion pit in the bridge room was going to be important. Since he was B-Class, he could generate three such pits. He placed one in each room, knowing he’d need all three to win. One of the heaviest weighted components was Apothos Usage, and if he could get any of the dungeoneers into his digestion pits, he’d be able to reclaim a significant portion of energy.

He burned all of his Apothos to create his fungal traps and mushroom minions, including an excited Mariah Carey—a squeaky-voiced Skullcap Waddler, and the generalissimo of his mycological strike force. He’d upgraded her with Ashvein, Crimson Coral, and Pneumacity to create a Crimson Ash Shrieker, so instead of a cute little mushroom girl, Mariah was tall, willowy, and clad in bloody-red plate armor. She also wore a ruby witch’s hat and wielded a shepherd’s crook glimmering with Ashvein mushrooms, a powerful narcotic.

He placed her in the final room as a last line of defense along with three spore wargs, all upgraded to Blister Wart Spores. The giant fungal dogs—Noodle Doodle, Booker DeWitt, and Princess Peach—were also decked out in razor-sharp Crimson Coral. And what wasn’t coral was concentrated Blister Wart. If their fangs didn’t give you a disease, and if you weren’t impaled on their spikes, then you were going to get a rash that just might kill you.

First was the bridge room, followed by a sparsely populated cavern bristling with stalactites and stalagmites like the teeth of a slumbering dragon. He’d built a hidden trap into the ceiling, inspired by a slime dungeon he’d seen compete earlier in the competition. He added a few of his floating Sunflower Pods which, when triggered, would send the rocky teeth careening down onto the dungeoneers below. He added creeping colonies of Ghoul’s Snare to the ground and mixed in patches of mucal film, which he normally used to cover a pit trap. He’d been experimenting, and it could also be used to make surfaces treacherously slick.

Logan had coated the floor of his secret passageway trap with the same substance—they were even worse than the sheets of black ice he used to encounter back in Colorado.

Lastly, there was his throne room, the crowning achievement of The Fungal King’s Mushroom Mangler. That was the name he’d come up with for his dungeon. The backstory was that a crazed fungaloid monarch had packed his throne room with a variety of expensive mushrooms. His Opal Truffles would aid in creating delicious sauces, prized by the chefs of kings. His Ashvein was a powerful fungal narcotic. But the greatest prize of all was the legendary God’s Eye Caps—mushrooms that glowed with an otherworldly blue light.

Logan’s mysterious alchemy class had come in handy on that front. With the costly knowledge he’d gained, he could now brew Blue Philter Divine, a potent potion based on the Five Elements Theory that could help advance a C-Class dungeoneer by several ranks.

Two parts powdered God’s Eye Cap, dissolved in a concentrate of Apothos-infused Aqua Fortis—Marko had helped with that bit—further mixed with dried Rockhatter Dung, a tincture of Bulbous Creeper Ivy, and strained unicorn hair, all brewed under the waxy light of the worm moon, while continually cycling Morta Apothos through the solution for ten hours. It was a brutally painful process that had nearly killed Logan half a dozen times, but the suffering was worth it. He had endured and produced two vials of the stuff.

Blue Philter Divine was worth a hundred times its weight in gold and would be more than enough to lure in Sir Brandybutter and his band of dungeoneers, since most of the raiding party were C-Class. Sure, there would be at least two B-Class thrown into the mix as well, but they could sell the Philter for a small fortune even if they couldn’t benefit from its effects personally. Logan could only hope that he wouldn’t have to face an upgraded Morty Mercutio Mimsy. If the Magnificent Mimsy had access to nearly unlimited fire-based attacks, Logan’s fungal nightmare might be in real trouble.

The three hours allotted for dungeon prep flew by in a blurry haze.

In no time at all, Logan sat on his throne, his core gem floating above him like a small, burning star. His third digestion pit surrounded his kingly seat like a moat—a last line of defense, though hopefully the raiders wouldn’t make it that far. Other than the God’s Eye Caps and the glowing vials of Blue Philter Divine, Logan didn’t have a lick of light anywhere in his dungeon. He didn’t need the light, thanks to his Fungal Vision, but the dungeoneers certainly did. Fighting while wielding torches was an awkward business, and hopefully he’d force one of the magic users to waste valuable energy casting Orb of Continual Light to dispel the perpetual gloom.

While he waited for the conjured dungeoneers to arrive, Logan quickly reviewed what his digestion pits could do:

	Digestion Pits convert 15% consumable mass directly into additional Apothos.

	Digestion Pits instantly convert 70% of all Apothos with an Elemental Affinity into Pure Apothos.

	Reclamation/Reconstitution. The Fungi can consume inorganic matter such as weapons, armor, metals, and fabrics, breaking them down and reclaiming the items as base usable crafting components. Reclaim 50% of the item into raw material!

	Muscle Memory. As the saying goes, You are what you eat, and this has never been truer than for a Fungaloid. Gain a 2% chance to randomly learn a physical skill or ability from a digested foe!



Logan was fairly certain that the Muscle Memory wouldn’t apply to the simulated dungeoneers, but it might—weirder things had certainly happened while at Shadowcroft. And, in some crucial ways, the Arena Suprema was even stranger than Arborea. Who knew what might happen?

A voice boomed through Logan’s dungeon, making his mushrooms shiver. “Welcome, ladies, gentlemen, and dungeons of all ages, to the last round of the Interschool Tournament of Collegial Dungeon Excellence’s Crucible contest! Are we ready to damage dungeoneers!?”

There was a thunderous chorus of yelling and applause.

Logan made the mistake of glancing up. Through the transparent ceiling, he could easily see trolls, dragons, fairies, and flying slimes floating above him. Wintersylver was among the dragons, and she winked, then smirked at him.

The viewing deck overlooking his dungeon was packed to the gills. Suresh might not like him, and Wintersylver might have a bitter grudge against him, but it shocked Logan a bit to realize he had a following. There were scores of monstrous creatures holding up signs saying “Let’s Go Logan” or “Fungaloid Life Forever!” or “Team Terrible Twelfth!” Wilder still, only a few of them were from Shadowcroft! Apparently, their antics really had been making quite the stir. Right at the front of the pack were his friends from the Terrible Twelfth, flanked by Chadrigoth, Tet, and most of the Ninth Circle.

Logan felt the pressure. It wasn’t just all the spectators—it was the very real fact that while the dungeoneers were simulated, this little exercise was for keeps. His dungeon had better be good. He also wasn’t confident that any of his friends had scored well enough to get them into the semifinals. Other than Chadrigoth, of course, but the abyss lord wouldn’t need Logan’s Symbiotic bond ability.

“Dungeon cores, get into position!” the voice boomed.

Logan leapt off his fungal throne and pushed through the Ghoul’s Snare and Eyelash Stinkhorn curtains that covered both hidden entrances. He wasn’t about to repeat Marko’s mistake. He effortlessly sped up the slimy mucal film covering the slippery slope. The ground was fungal. He was fungal. It was a love at first fung.

A dungeoneer wouldn’t be so lucky, however, and there was a deadly surprise waiting at the end of that mucal slide.

Standing at the secret door, Logan opened a series of slots in the stone, then switched his gaze back to his dungeon core gem so he could view the bridge room. Unlike Marko, Logan didn’t have as much wow factor to work with—his dungeon was relatively plain, and mushrooms weren’t exactly known for their flash and pizzazz. If anything, most mushrooms liked to hide and stay away from the eyes of the world. The fact that his dungeon was completely dark didn’t help matters either. He’d done his best to compensate by crafting an elegant and ornate bridge that could’ve been ripped straight out of the Lord of the Rings.

These people loved Tolkien even more than Thor: Dark World, and even Treacle would’ve been proud of the craftsmanship on display.

Zhen Ikgix’s creaking voice sounded overhead. “And now, brave dungeons, we have ten seconds before Sir Rosencrantz Brandybutter and his team of brutal raiders are generated. Nine seconds. Eight…” The countdown continued until the Venerable Threshing Turtle croaked, “May the blessings of the Tree of Souls be yours! The final round of the Crucible starts now!”

Logan didn’t exactly breathe, nor did he have a heart, but he found himself breathless, while an anxious heartbeat thudded in his ears. Not that he had ears either. Some experiences went beyond mere biology, though.

He heard Sir Rosencrantz Brandybutter at the entrance, which was just bare stone and an unadorned archway. Nothing fancy, except the smell. That stench was a symphony of awful.

“Egads, ol’ chaps,” Brandybutter said, pinching his nose between two fingers. “Do you smell that? I’m sure my sinuses shan’t ever be the same.”

“Yes. The air is smelly,” Sir Mediocritus droned in his very average voice. He wore very plain armor. His sword was a very straight sword—not too long and not too short and not broad enough be a broadsword.

“Not just smelly, fool!” Arfgar of the Hill People yelped. “It is a deadly stench! Me thinks me in the realm of the dead! Me see if me can see smell.”

Logan grinned. Arfgar had never been the brightest tool in the shed. The barbarian wore big metal plates lashed to his body by leather thongs. He gripped a stupidly large single-bladed battle-axe. He also had a series of gleaming daggers sheathed on an oversized belt. He stepped forward. “So dark! So smelly! Maybe me see bridge! But hard to tell!”

Lindarval Lanathandyx, aka Feathers the Cleric, joined him. Everything about the cleric screamed bird, from her hook-shaped nose to her feathery red-and-yellow cloak, which made her look like a Las Vegas showgirl. But unlike the showgirls on the Strip, her skin was covered by enchanted golden plate mail, lovingly crafted with phoenix motifs. Her ebony cudgel glowed dimly, doing little to dispel the murk. Logan hadn’t seen her with that club during the other runs, which meant that the dungeon auditors had tweaked Brandybutter and his party specifically for Logan’s dungeon.

But if his time as a dungeon core had taught him anything, it was to be ready for the unexpected. He’d planned accordingly. On the far side of his ornate bridge was a small legion of waddlers, lying in wait to ambush the invaders. But they weren’t alone. If he had any chance of winning, he had to stack the deck in his favor, and that included using his own personal spores, his Spore Halo.

He shook his head, shedding a massive, swirling cloud of Narcotic spores from his gill flaps. He willed them through a snaking network of crevices worked into the walls and ceiling—dungeon HVAC at its finest. Invisible spores rained down on Arfgar and Feathers, unbeknownst to the rest of the party. Spores were insidious that way. Maybe they weren’t as powerful as dragon’s breath, but they were also harder to fight.

There was no dodging the attack, no countering with a lightning-quick parry or avoiding the blow with a towering kite shield. They worked their magic slowly but surely with every breath.

Logan caught a burst of movement. There was Daggers McFinn, in his roguish leathers, creeping through the fungal growths, obviously looking for traps and secret doors. He’d missed the entrance to the secret passageway entirely, probably because of the horrendous stink and the mass of Blister Wart clinging to the thin vines. Unlike conventional traps, Blister Wart couldn’t be disarmed and had to be endured to progress.

Daggers had his knives and short sword sheathed, but on his back was a quiver of black arrows and in his hands was an obsidian short bow.

He could prove to be a nuisance in the long run, so it was best to whittle him down quickly if possible. Logan released a swirling tsunami of Pollinic Affliction, directing it toward the thief. A second later, Daggers sneezed—a thunderous sound that shook the room.

Perfect. Logan wanted to take out Daggers and the Magnificent Mimsy first. Without the rogue the party would never find his secret passages. As for Mimsy, he was an existential threat thanks to his powerful fire magic. If Logan could kill those two, he would switch focus to Feathers because nothing was as depressing as dishing out delicious damage only for it to be healed seconds later.

Pollinic Affliction had started off as such a weak power, but now that Logan was an Azure Branch Cultivator, there was a chance that it could do some serious damage:

	30% chance of causing shortness of breath

	15% chance of causing blindness

	9% chance of anaphylactic shock

	5% chance of mortal sneezing



Even if Daggers failed to catch an unfortunate case of mortal sneezing, there was a high probability that he would develop at least one of the other afflictions. As for Arfgar and Feathers, if all went well, they might be overtaken by Logan’s Narcotic spores. At C-Class, the spores merely intoxicated those inflicted. But at B-Class? There was a slim chance Logan could usurp their will with a well-timed suggestion.

Arfgar swayed a bit, already intoxicated. He lifted his ax. “Me have such big ax. Is me compensating for something?”

Feathers normally scowled, but instead, she gathered up her cloak and started to pet the feathers. “My cloak is so soft. I bet Illumina Pate has soft feathers. God feathers must be soft, don’t you think?” It wasn’t at all clear who she was talking to.

But Arfgar responded anyway, petting the cleric’s cloak with thick, calloused fingers. “You right. Is soft,” he marveled in awe.

“Ho, there, comrades. Why do you tarry?” Brandybutter bustled into the room. He was all plate mail, sword, and shield. The visor of his helmet was open, revealing a very full moustache. It was BJ Hunnicutt from M.A.S.H., Season 8, 1978, all over again.

The Magnificent Mimsy and Hallsee the Sad both came in, clad in wizard robes. Hallsee had circles under her eyes and had long, stringy black hair in need of washing. This time, she had a staff with a fist-sized ruby perched at the top. Logan had seen that before—it enhanced her magic missiles.

Honestly, Mimsy looked more like someone’s creepy uncle than a bona fide wizard. He had wispy hair and a sheathed dagger at his belt, which tried valiantly to restrain his paunch. He lifted his hands. “Hmm. Let’s clear the air of some of this foulness, shall we?”

Jets of red-orange flames burst out, frying some fungal growths clinging to the ceiling and wiping out at least some of Logan’s spores. That was unfortunate, though not exactly unexpected. The auditors weren’t going to go easy on him it seemed. But that was fine, Logan didn’t plan on going easy on them either.

The flames died, leaving a charred stink in the air, and Mimsy looked quite pleased with himself. “There, that’s better already,” he crowed, tucking his thumbs into his belt.

Logan ignored the sorcerer and sent an eerie whisper floating through the air. “Kill Mimsy.” His voice was little more than a ghostly murmur. It was a trick he’d picked up from Marko, and boy oh boy did it work wonders. “Kill Mimsy,” he whispered again, the ethereal voice of seasonal depression speaking dark tidings. “Kill Mimsy. You know you want to…”

“You know?” the hulking barbarian said, blinking heavily lidded eyes. “Arfgar do want to.” He turned with a roar and swung his ax as hard as he could, aiming his blow at the Magnificent Mimsy’s wispy beard. The barbarian’s wicked ax sailed through Mimsy as though he were nothing more than a shadow and continued right through Sir Mediocritus’s neck.

Huh. That was unexpected.

Well, one dungeoneer down and six to go.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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The Magnificent Mimsy’s form flickered and vanished as Sir Mediocritus’s headless corpse fell to the floor in an explosion of clanking metal.

Above him, Logan could see the people cheering him on, but he couldn’t hear a thing. The arena magic must’ve muted the crowd noise—a fact he was grateful for, since he was sure the noise was deafening.

Daggers McFinn wheezed as he laughed. “That looked like it hurt.” The thief’s face was pale as he struggled to breathe. He had to be suffering from shortness of breath at this point. The rogue had sneaked back out of the fungal growths to regroup with the rest of the party in front of the bridge.

Feathers immediately grabbed the barbarian. “By Illumina Pate’s pink scalp, I call upon the powers of the bald phoenix to make you mellow again!”

Her hands glowed with golden power as she cast the anti-curse spell, neutralizing the effects of Logan’s Narcotic pollen.

Arfgar blinked. “Me do something bad?” he asked, glancing around. He sheepishly looked down and realized who he had killed. He shrugged. “But not too bad.”

Sad Hallsee wrinkled her nose. “Ew, gross! So much blood!”

The real Mimsy appeared back in the center of the bridge. Flickering flames engulfed his hands, not burning him, but providing ample light. “My new Fire Form ability worked perfectly. I knew this place was going to be exceptionally dangerous. It’s in the frickin’ name. Mushroom Mangler? Yeah, there’s a ton of mushrooms around here to mangle us. Glad I entered in my illusory form.”

If Mimsy could cast illusions with his usually more vanilla fire magic, it probably meant he was a B-Class—unfortunate since fire was one of Logan’s greatest weaknesses. He would just have to redouble his efforts to take out the sorcerer before he got into the inner sanctuary.

Arfgar snorted and slammed his bloody ax into his chest plate, the clang reverberating off the high ceiling. “Me fear no fungus!” He grimaced and stormed up the bridge.

Sir Brandybutter motioned to the rest of the party. “Follow Arfgar and Mimsy, but stay on your toes, yes?”

Feathers, Hallsee, and Daggers followed after the impulsive barbarian, moving slowly while the rogue scanned for any obvious traps. Once the party was fully on the bridge—Arfgar in the front, Sir Brandybutter taking up the rear—Logan launched his first direct assault. He forced Apothos from his core, sending it racing through the invisible channels that littered his fungaloid body. He triggered Mycological Rage, a new ability that would give him an unreasonable amount of rage-fueled speed and strength for a short while.

While under the effects of the rage, he would see red, and be compelled by some basic instinct to rampage and kill.

He threw open the secret door with a flourish and charged out with a booming roar. As he rushed forward, he activated another of his Halo Spores abilities, this time shedding Athlete’s Affliction in a cloud. The back three raiders—Sir Brandybutter, Hallsee, and Feathers—were suddenly up to their knees in fungal pollen. At the same time, Logan bent and used his augmented strength to toss Sir Mediocritus’s headless corpse into the digestion pit spread out below the bridge. Immediately, he felt the acids begin to work, breaking down Sir Mediocritus.

At the far side of the bridge, the Skullcap Waddlers launched their attack—armed with Crimson Coral swords and wearing piecemeal red fungus armor. They came at the adventurers in a wall, but they were comically small compared to the barbarian leading the dungeoneers. They barely came up to his waist. Arfgar hacked up one, then another, while Mimsy tossed a fireball into that side of the room. The heat washed over Logan and killed untold spores.

Sir Brandybutter lunged at Logan with his sword outthrust, but Logan danced back, plucked a writhing mass of Ghoul’s Snare from the bridge railing, and hurled it at the paladin’s head like a fastball. The fungus immediately wrapped itself around Brandybutter’s face as though it were trying to crawl down his throat.

Logan summoned a silver short sword from his Ring of Blades and slashed at the paladin, but it bounced ineffectively off Brandybutter’s armor. Although Logan was physically bigger and stronger than he’d ever been before, he still wasn’t a match for a B-Class fighter decked out in heavy plate mail.

“Devil fungus begone!” the paladin cried, peeling the clinging mushroom mask off the bottom of his face. Ghoul’s Snare really wasn’t designed to act like a xenomorphic facehugger, but Logan needed to buy himself a second—to get away from the knight and into range of the far more vulnerable spellcaster, Sad Hallsee. She was almost as squishy as Logan was, so a physical attack might actually do some good.

Fueled by Mycological Rage, Logan launched himself onto the bridge’s guardrail and sprang off, coming down with sword reared back for the killing blow.

Sad Hallsee was about to get a lot sadder.

Logan batted aside her staff with his chitinous free arm then drove his sword into her chest. The blade punched through her sternum and his sheer weight bowled the sorceress over, sending her tumbling, ass over teakettle, off the bridge and into the digestion pit below—his gleaming blade still firmly planted in her torso like some gruesome version of The Sword in the Stone.

The reckless charge also sent him plunging into the acidic soup, but Logan’s digestive juices were only dangerous to others. Even in heavy armor, he easily glided through the sludgy, unnaturally warm liquid and clambered onto dry ground, near the willowy mushrooms sprouting on the far side of the room. With a thought, he recalled his weapon, stowing it once more in the Ring of Blades before his digestion pit could begin to devour and reclaim the metal. That done, he turned and bolted toward his secret passageway as arrows thwacked into the wall.

The corpses of Sir Mediocritus and Hallsee were both fueling him now, and he felt their power coursing through his veins. C-Class adventurers sure packed more of a punch than a week-old ham sandwich.

Logan vanished into another fungal curtain, revealing the darkened corridor that led to the second chamber.

Brandybutter saw him retreat. “Lo, a secret passageway!”

“On it!” Daggers called, gasping. “Lucky my sinuses are so full, I can’t smell a thing.”

Logan grinned as he slid down the mucal film slide, easily controlling his descent. Halfway down the steep and treacherously slippery mucal slope was a small stone alcove. Secreted away was another secret passageway that would allow Logan to bypass the second chamber and go directly into his inner sanctum, all concealed by thick stone and a layer of Crimson Coral.

Logan leapt into the alcove and waited for the adventurers to take the plunge behind him.

Back at the top, he heard Daggers yelp. “Wait? What? Slippery!” And then the rogue sneezed, loudly, and there was a cacophony of cursing and yelling as the thief careened down the passageway.

There was no light, just darkness and deadly spits of razor-sharp coral protruding at random intervals from the floor and walls. At the bottom of the corridor was a closed door—its backside was covered in jagged, foot-long spikes of coral. The whole passageway was basically like a human-sized garbage disposal. McFinn might’ve been able to stop his rapid descent with a well-placed dagger, or maybe he could’ve wedged his short sword in the wall, but both options were beyond his abilities as he gasped, sneezed, and coughed his way down the mucal slide.

Daggers must’ve had some kind of intuition or second sight, because he tried to slide into the alcove where Logan waited.

Logan, though, gave Daggers a little nudge, a tiny kick, and the rogue continued down, slamming into the spikes with some truly disgusting sounds. Logan couldn’t help but love the irony of killing a trap-finding thief with a trap. It was one of a dungeon core’s little treats.

Still under the effects of Mycological Rage, Logan raced down to the bottom of the passage and grabbed the body of the rogue, still warm and twitching. Logan briefly considered tossing the rogue into his digestion pit, but he was already snacking on two adventurers. He had a better idea of how to use the remains of Daggers McFinn. He pulled open the door to the central chamber with a grunt, dragging the rogue behind him. This second room wasn’t as large or impressive as his inner sanctum, but it was deadly in its own right. Logan had gone heavy on the stalactites and stalagmites. And again, he’d learned a thing or two from Marko. Water dripped arhythmically, creating an unsettling sense of atmosphere, along with a whistling wind. He’d also added a few extra cavern sounds, taken from, embarrassingly enough, Minecraft.

Logan propped Daggers up against one of the stalagmites jutting up from the floor, as if he were skulking there, waiting for the rest of the party to join him.

Around him floated Sunflower Pods, eerie big balloon-like fungi which drifted about, filled with very flammable, poisonous gases.

Logan conjured a handful of God’s Eye Caps under Daggers’s feet, but mostly, he pumped the rogue full of Corpse Bomb fungi. Adding some Rapid Growth spores, he encouraged the body to fill with gases, the skin blackening and starting to split as it rotted at an accelerated pace.

Logan slammed the entry door to the central chamber closed, then quickly retreated to his inner sanctum. Even though he was no longer physically present, as the dungeon lord, he could see the entirety of his dungeon—including the first chamber, where Brandybutter, Arfgar, Feathers, and Mimsy were milling about uncertainly. They’d dispatched all the waddlers easily enough, but Daggers had disappeared down the corridor and hadn’t reported back in yet.

Because he was dead. Very dead and now filled with an explosive fungus.

Arfgar grumbled, “Me want to find Daggers. He owes me five gold pieces.”

Mimsy tittered. “I have some bad news—I think you’re out five gold.” He crept up to the edge of the downward sloping passageway and called out. “Daggers? Are you alive?” His voice echoed off the stone.

There was no reply.

The sorcerer frowned, shrugged, then stuck one hand out, palm up, and unleashed a wave of fire, scorching the mucal film and the Blister Wart, though leaving the Crimson Coral intact.

“If he wasn’t dead—which he probably was—he is now. Let’s continue, shall we? I would imagine the hardest part of this dungeon is over. Plus, I just charbroiled everything inside this connecting passageway. Should be relatively safe now.”

Arfgar shook his ax at the wizard. “You go first then.”

“No, my giant, idiot friend. That’s your job!” the wizard shot back.

“He’s right,” Brandybutter said. “Best we make haste. The longer we tarry in this place, the more likely we are to be affected by the fungaloid’s many spores.”

Arfgar grunted and marched forward, back across the bridge, and regarded the scorched ground suspiciously. “Okay. But me go slow.”

“We will guard your posterior,” Brandybutter promised.

“I might guard it, but I’m not gonna heal it.” Feathers grimaced. “I don’t want to get that close to him. Don’t the Hill People bathe?”

“Only before festival day,” Arfgar growled. “Give me cudgel. It is dark. Me no like dark.”

Mimsy shot a flaming finger at Arfgar’s ax, and it was immediately covered by a bright yellow fire.

Arfgar wrinkled his nose. “As barbarian, me no like magic. As guy who want to survive, me love magic.”

The barbarian squeezed his big metal-covered body through the narrow crack and into the sloping passageway. They found the spike-studded door at the bottom of the corridor, but there was no sign of Daggers, and Mimsy’s fire had burned away the blood that had pooled on the floor. All that remained was a charred, black smudge. Arfgar pried open the door and halted at the threshold to the central chamber.

Brandybutter pointed at the Ghoul’s Snare spread out across the floor. “Careful now. Do not stray into that black fungus. It will capture your feet. And the taste is very foul indeed.”

They followed the trail of bare rock that wound between the stalagmites, avoiding the black mushroom material, but they didn’t have their rogue to point out an indentation in the stone. It looked like a simple dried-up pool, and since it wasn’t covered with Ghoul’s Snare, Arfgar thought it was safe.

He was wrong.

Logan could’ve snapped his trap closed right then, but he waited. The real problem raider was Mimsy—his fire magic was devastating, and Logan was pretty sure he was holding onto his most powerful spells, preparing for an assault on the inner sanctum.

Logan waited until Mimsy was in the indentation and then unleashed his trap.

In the ceiling above was a mucal film, holding back a digestion pit. Logan reabsorbed the mucal film, and suddenly it was raining acid, the indentation quickly filling.

Arfgar must’ve smelled the rancid bile because he shoved Mimsy back, thinking he could escape the worst of the digestive juice rain. Once again, the barbarian was wrong.

Arfgar was immediately drenched. It was as if Logan had thrown a hill giant’s stomach acid on the barbarian. He dropped his ax and screamed as he clawed at his face and eyes with clumsy fingers.

Mimsy bumbled back into Feathers, and Brandybutter yanked them both to safety.

By that time, Arfgar was a blubbering mess, trying and failing to wipe away the digestive juices that were eating holes in his skin and pitting his metal armor. Unfortunately for the barbarian, it was going to be a long, slow, painful death.

Mimsy saw this and decided to put the poor brute out of his misery with a knife strike to Arfgar’s exposed throat. The barbarian fell onto his belly, eyes glazed over in death, his body entirely covered in burbling acidic goo.

Logan felt another jolt of Apothos as another raider started to disintegrate.

Mimsy frowned. “Damn shame to lose my knife.” Then he laughed. “Only three of us now. I would suggest we turn around—”

Brandybutter frowned and cut him off. “Of course you would. The Blue Philter Divine won’t help your core. However, it will aid Feathers.” He rubbed one sabaton over the other, trying to scratch an obvious itch.

The cleric scowled. “It’s Lindarval. Or even Linda would be fine. You know how I feel about being called Feathers.”

“Gods, but she is insufferable,” Mimsy sneered. “In case this isn’t abundantly clear, I genuinely don’t care about her. As I was saying, I would suggest we leave, if not for the bounty of Ashvein waiting at the end of this reeking pit. Even just an ounce of that stuff goes for several pounds of gold on the open market. I need the money now that Daggers is dead. Turns out, he owed me five gold pieces as well.”

“We don’t know he’s dead,” Feathers, aka Linda, protested.

“The evidence isn’t good.” Brandybutter stamped his feet. “Also, my feet are itching terribly. I worry I might have to remove my sabatons to get some relief.”

“Or we could keep moving like the professionals we are supposed to be,” Mimsy suggested. “Here, perhaps this will help.” He pointed a gnarled finger and gave Brandybutter’s long sword a fiery upgrade. “There. You are now on the front line, my friend.”

Brandybutter nodded. “Yes, you are correct. I will not think about my own discomfort. We will avenge our fallen friends.”

“I wouldn’t exactly go as far as calling them friends,” Feathers replied. “Acquaintances? No, even that feels a little too friendly. I know! Co-workers. That feels better on the tongue. Although, I suppose I would list Daggers as a reluctant acquaintance, since I did have a laugh with him at that bar that one time.” She paused and canted her head to one side. “Does it feel like we’ve all done this before together? I get the feeling we’re caught in this endless loop of dungeoneering. Like, I think it’s been decades since I’ve showered.”

Mimsy squinted at her. “You’re daft—probably just the effects of whatever fungus is floating in the air. We met at an inn. There was beer, a pretty barmaid, and bathtubs there. We all decided to join forces to complete this dungeon.”

“And we became fast friends,” Brandybutter insisted with a determined nod. “We said we would do anything to support one another. Even if it meant our deaths.”

“The paladin has a very selective memory,” Mimsy said. “Go on, fighter guy. And try not to get yourself killed.”

“I shan’t, my good man. And, for what it’s worth, you are quite right, Linda. We have done this before. But that doesn’t matter to me since I do so enjoy the game. In truth, there is naught else I would rather be doing.”

It seemed the dungeoneers did have some idea of their predicament after all. That was extremely disturbing, even if Brandybutter clearly loved the adventure.

Brandybutter turned and traipsed across the room, stopping every so often to scrape one armored foot over the other as he attempted to scratch his feet. He paused and pointed his sword at a darkened figure in the distance. “Daggers! Daggers McFinn! I see you! Are you alive?”

The three raiders slowed, then stopped.

Logan held his breath. So far, everything had gone his way. But he still had a couple of hours before the competition ended. So many things could go wrong in that time. He’d just have to hope for the best.

“Why isn’t he moving?” Feathers said. “Daggers! Answer us!”

“It’s a trick!” Mimsy screeched. The wizard tossed the biggest fireball yet right at Daggers.

Logan winced. It was exactly the response he had been hoping for—but the problem was the dungeoneers were too far away.

The Sunflower Pods exploded, one after another, each a literal mushroom cloud of oranges and yellows. Rocky stalactites dropped from the cavern above, smashing into the ground and exploding outward in a hail of stony shrapnel. The blast also activated Logan’s Corpsebomb. The fiery fog soon gave way to a deadly green mist.

Although Brandybutter and his ragtag crew of adventurers avoided taking fire or shrapnel damage, the creeping, poisonous cloud was another thing entirely.

Feathers raised her glowing cudgel. “By my phoenix lord’s sacred leg mites! Protect us from gases most foul!”

All three raiders inhaled deeply, and golden light suffused their bodies. They were going to walk through those poisonous gases without a second thought.

Then Brandybutter sat down and took off his sabatons.

Logan hoped to see rotting flesh, but instead, Brandybutter’s toes were a bit red and irritated. With a simple prayer, he quickly healed the bacterial infection, foiling yet another of Logan’s schemes. Other than killing Arfgar, his second chamber had been a bust.

Brandybutter jumped to his feet with a clang of metal. “Well, the air is a bit foul, but let’s not have that stop us.”

Mimsy grinned. “I’m going to chop up our mushroom friend and make a stroganoff out of him.” He casually tossed another fireball into the narrow stairs winding down into the inner sanctum. The blast ignited most of Logan’s Gem-Studded Puffball bombs and incinerated the Ghoul’s Snare clinging to the floors and walls.

“I hate the stroganoff!” Mariah squeaked beside Logan. She was standing in reserve, along with his three most powerful Blistering Death Wargs. “The beef! So stringy! The sauce! So rich! The noodles! So noodly!”

Noodle Doodle barked at hearing his name.

Logan was pretty sure that his main minion had never eaten beef stroganoff. He was equally sure that he might be in real trouble. He was about to face three adventurers, and at least one, if not two, was a B-Class Cultivator. Logan had never missed his friends more. At the end of the day, he was a support dungeon—as lame as it was to say, friendship really was his superpower. It was dangerous to go alone.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN
[image: ]


Logan’s first instinct was to have all of his minions hide, and then they could try to engineer an ambush. However, he was going to take a page from Marko, and go for a little showmanship. He thought about crafting more spore wargs, but if he had any hope of getting a slot in the semifinals, he needed to end the competition with an abundance of Apothos. His digestion pits were snacking on three heroes already, which would help some, but he really wanted to add at least one more.

If he wanted to walk away with a competitive score, he’d just have to trust his own skills and his boss-level minions. He did use a little Apothos to create two Kurrybooboos, cute little mushroom people who held up toadstools as offerings on either side of him. He liked the aesthetic, and he just might need them for a little of their healing magic.

Even though he was a ball of nerves, Logan waited patiently on his fungi-covered throne in the middle of his final moat-like digestion pit. Around the pit, bioluminescent God’s Eye Caps and vials of the Blue Philter Divine emanated a blue glow. His core gem spun lazily above his throne, powering the dungeon.

Brandybutter came striding in, holding aloft his flaming sword for light, his face hardened in resolve. Around him was Logan’s forest of mushrooms, and hidden within were Mariah and the three Blistering Death Wargs.

Mimsy and Feathers followed at a cautious distance.

“Who dares invade my fungal realm?” Logan thundered, amplifying his voice, making sure he was the center of attention.

“Villain!” Brandybutter boomed, brandishing his sword. “You have slain four of our comrades, and you made my feet itch! Come now, chap, and give us the potions and the mushrooms we want for our sauces. We are hungry for justice and stroganoff!”

That sounded like a Russian restaurant near a courthouse in Rockford, Illinois.

Mimsy’s hands burned brighter.

Behind him, to the side, Mariah emerged from a patch of sharp Crimson Coral. She was using her own version of his Pneumacity ability to float silently across the ground. Logan watched in his peripheral vision as she unleashed her narcotic spores, which swirled around all three raiders like a dust devil.

Logan leapt from his throne, but he didn’t attack. He drifted over the raiders and spun around, unleashing a bouquet of his own spores—a trifecta of Pollinic Affliction, Athlete’s Ailment, and Narcotic. While the raiders watched on in wonderment, Logan enhanced the attack with Rapid Growth.

Mimsy was the first to go on the offensive—clearly less impressed with Logan’s display than the other two. The sorcerer scowled and hurled a fireball right into Logan. Logan kicked off a nearby stalactite, hoping to avoid the attack, but he was half a beat too slow. The spell slammed into his chest like a wrecking ball of pure force and hurled him up and back—straight into the ceiling. Tongues of fire crawled across his exposed, rubbery flesh, dealing continuous damage with every passing second. The pain was excruciating. Logan drifted down, the fire still eating through his spongy body.

Good thing his shield and armor were magical, or they would’ve been burned to ash.

He touched down among the forest of mushrooms, which immediately began to smoke and smolder around him. He was being cooked like portobello slices in butter. His guardian form body was too weak to move. He could only watch the ensuing action.

“Don’t sauté my master!” Mariah yelled in a squeaky voice.

She wasn’t called a Crimson Ash Shrieker for nothing. Her high-pitched voice filled the room and stunned the raiders for a second.

Mariah spun her crook like a propeller. The weapon was coated with more crimson coral. She slashed through Mimsy’s hamstring, whirled it around, and drove the sharp point into his shoulder. Blood poured out from the wounds, but the spell caster wasn’t out of the fight just yet. With a warbling war cry, Mimsy exploded into flames, hurling Mariah against the wall like a rag doll.

But Mimsy’s attack also knocked Feathers flat.

Noodle Doodle used the ensuing chaos to attack. The enormous fungal hound lunged out of more mushrooms and latched onto the cleric, shaking her like a cherished chew toy. She even squeaked when he bit down.

Booker and Princess Peach joined the impromptu mauling, but poor Peach got skewered by Brandybutter’s flaming sword.

Booker growled and slammed his spikes into the paladin. Unfortunately, Brandybutter was so heavily armored, there was little chance he’d be hurt by the Blister Wart covering the fungal dog.

Or so Logan thought.

Noodle let go of Feathers and pounced right onto Brandybutter’s unprotected face. Noodle landed on the ground even as Brandybutter’s face swelled and turned an alarming shade of fire-truck red. Noodle wasn’t done—he was just getting started. With a howl, he wheeled about and rammed his spikes into Feathers, who giggled. “Bad doggy!” She must not have been feeling her wounds because of the double Narcotic attacks, courtesy of Logan and Mariah.

Mimsy, who was bleeding profusely, saw the danger that the Blistering Spore Warg presented. The wizard thrust both hands out and unleashed jets of flame from his fingertips. They engulfed the struggling cleric and the bloodthirsty warg, and both became torches of living, screaming fire.

Mimsy’s nose was running, and his eyes were red. Logan wasn’t sure of the condition of his feet. The wizard called out to the paladin. “I need bloody healing! And I need it now!”

It was ironic that Mimsy was begging to be healed when he’d just torched the party’s healer. Oh, these soulless raiders were so silly.

Logan tore his eyes from the battle to roll around in the damp mushrooms, which finally smothered the worst of the fires crawling across his body. A nearby Kurrybooboo bounded over to his side and touched Logan with a giggle. Cooling power and a renewed wave of vigor rushed into Logan, healing his most severe burns. He wasn’t at one hundred percent, but he was feeling strong enough to gain his feet. The other mushroom healer was by Mariah, undoing the damage Mimsy had dealt her one giggle at a time.

By god, those things were adorable. It was painful how cute they were.

The paladin tried to talk, but his face was too swollen, and he was sneezing, coughing, and almost unconsciousness at this point. He raised a wobbling sword into the air and tried to cast a healing spell, but there was no way he could utter the verbal component. He was far too swollen and phlegmy.

Mariah darted forward and drove the point of her crook through Brandybutter’s neck, ensuring he never got the words out.

The two remaining Blistering Death Wargs latched onto Mimsy, who went down with a yelp, limbs flailing wildly as the fungal dogs gorged themselves on the sweet meat of a fallen dungeoneer.

Logan stumbled forward, his legs still fried and unsteady beneath him.

Mariah rushed to him and handed him her shepherd’s crook. “All hail the fungal king!”

Noodle Doodle and Booker raised their snouts and barked in agreement.

Logan spun, looking up at the transparent ceiling. “It’s not over yet! I still have two hours left on my time! I want to use that to digest the dungeoneers!”

The Threshing Turtle chuckled. “Of course, Dungeon Lord. We clearly see that things are not over just yet.”

Logan was still in a fair amount of pain, but he didn’t want to spend the extra Apothos to heal himself. He just had to grin and bear it for a couple of hours. This was certainly nothing worse than the tortures Rockheart had put him through a hundred times before. On his throne, he watched as Mariah directed the spore wargs to drag the three bodies into the digestion pit. There, the acids immediately began to turn the bodies and equipment into Apothos.

The added energy helped Logan, but what really helped him out was cultivating.

Logan cycled the influx of Apothos, using his favorite and most trusted technique, the Boundless Wheel Form. He envisioned that energy as a hunk of clay on a potter’s wheel, spinning round and round, faster and faster. His core responded, whirling, even as he pressed down and in, shaping that power through sheer force of will. He carefully fed the strands of turbulent life force into the mass of energy within him, reeling them in like stray fishing line. Then he forced that raw power through the invisible knots circling his core, stripping away the Apothos Affinity and harvesting the Apothos in the process. It hurt.

Mariah offered him a concerned look as she clutched her crook to her chest.

Logan squinted through the pain. “I’ll be fine,” he said.

The minutes crawled by, but Logan didn’t break. Instead, the pain dissipated as he lost himself in the ever-familiar loop of cycling, letting his mind drift as his body did what it was designed to do. Still, it was such a relief when Zhen Ikgix called out, “The final ends in ten seconds. Nine, eight, seven…”

Logan grinned. He’d made it.

The Threshing Turtle continued. “Thank you to all the dungeon cores who have competed. It was very exciting. And now, Logan Murray, here are your scores. You are a clever young dungeon. Yes, yes, you are.”

Logan looked up.

	Apothos Usage = 110/100

	Structural Economy = 90/100

	Minion Management = 78/100

	Crafting Manifestations = 80/100

	Wow Factor = 95/100

	Total Weighted Score = 96.95(A)



He’d taken a lot of risks, but it seemed worth it. He spent a few minutes reabsorbing his dungeon, and before she was gone, Mariah hugged him and squeaked, “To the victor go the spoiled spoils!”

That made Logan laugh. The longer she was around, and the more he used her, the smarter the Crimson Ash Shrieker became. She was a part of him, yet she was also becoming aware and unique in her own right.

Logan couldn’t help but breathe a sigh of relief. He’d done really, really well. Sure, he could’ve managed his minions better—the final two Kurrybooboos weren’t necessary. That really hurt him. On top of that, he should’ve crafted more items to act as lures to help liven up the place. However, since half the grade was Apothos Usage, his having more Apothos than when he started made all the difference.

Before he reabsorbed them, the Threshing Turtle allowed Logan’s Kurrybooboos to give him a ton of healing hugs to fix his remaining burns.

Logan stuck his core gem back into his belly and walked out of the empty cobblestone dungeon and into the arena itself. His friends were waiting for him, wide smiles on their faces. Marko danced around him while Inga and Treacle hugged him.

Chadrigoth was large enough to envelop them all with his massive arms.

Around them were a variety of different food stalls, staircases, and elevators. It was like any football stadium that Logan had ever been in. The concession stands had some interesting choices, though—Morta Nachos, Fulgur Tacos, and Glacies Burgers. They were foods based on the thirteen Apothine energies. How somebody could eat a lightning taco was beyond Logan, though the Morta Nachos looked really good, all drippy, moldy, and smelly.

Tet stood back, arms crossed and smiling. She nodded at him. “You did very well on your own.”

“He did amazing!” Marko did a little jig. “Admittedly, the wow factor was mostly that whole throne thing you did at the end. The whispering, though—‘Kill Mimsy. Kill Mimsy. Kill Mimsy’—was super well done. But then, you’ve learned it all from me.”

“You’re not wrong,” Logan replied.

Chadrigoth had tears streaming down his dark blue cheeks. “You are amazing. And you did that all by yourself.”

Treacle recited poetry around the jawbreaker bulging in his cheek. “My friend the fungus. Shining in the musty dark. Like fine shower mold.”

Inga gave him a smile. “I must admit that I was sad not to have my insect armies down in your mushrooms. Those dungeoneers never would’ve reached the inner sanctum had the two of us been allowed to participate together. Still, it was a truly admirable showing, Logan. Now, let’s go up to the reception area. The top six dungeons from the top six schools will be chosen. You did well, Logan, but…”

Marko lost both his smile and his dancing hooves. “But what?”

Inga glanced at Logan with a pained look on her face. “Chadrigoth got a 98.5. A+. Most likely, he’ll be representing our school.”

Marko’s mouth dropped open. “He did that well? Wow. And I was so close to winning.”

Tet’s ears visibly twitched, but she didn’t say a word. Sometimes, it was best to let the goat languish in his delusions. His D+ was a long way from an A+.

Chadrigoth shrugged. “We’re all alive. So that’s something. The irony here is that my dungeon would’ve sucked if it hadn’t been for Logan. He really taught me how to use my Shame Maze to destroy people. Even I was unnerved to see Brandybutter sucking his thumb and rocking in the corner.”

Now that was a difficult image to imagine.

Logan tried not to show his disappointment. “Let’s just go up to the reception. I was really happy with the way things turned out. Yeah, the raiders got into my inner sanctum, but there was no last-ditch, dramatic effort to save my gem. We won pretty easily, all things considered.”

Back in the reception room, the stage was full of the heads of the schools, the judges, and other important people, including Weavelord, who stood there with some of the other dungeon accountants.

Lolozi Webbs acted as emcee because her school had taken the top slot. The gigantic demon spider queen easily silenced the room. Shadowcroft milled about nearby, as big as the spider queen, but far less imposing.

“Hello to you all!” Webbs boomed. “I am pleased to announce that only ten dungeon cores failed to protect their sanctums and had their gems shattered. That’s less than a ten percent loss, which is the fewest casualties we’ve had in more than twenty years! Truly well done!”

People applauded politely.

Logan winced. “Anyone from Shadowcroft?”

Inga shook her head. “Fractilla made some mistakes and nearly died. And you saw Marko’s dungeon, which, uh, was nerve-wracking.”

Marko laughed. “If there’s one thing I know how to do, it’s wrack nerves. It’s sort of my signature move, I guess you could say.”

Webbs shot out some webbing, and it wrapped around Marko’s head, silencing him.

Ji-Soo saw and waved energetically at the goat man.

Marko waved back, completely unconcerned about the layer of sticky webbing covering his mouth.

Kyvandry Spencer just stood up there in his bloodstained apron, smiling with flabby lips stretching over his yellow shark-teeth fangs. His eyes were pinched closed by a ribbon of rusted barbed wire. Even with all the blood, gashes, and knives, the blade ghoul looked tickled to be there.

Webbs cleared her throat and continued. “I am very pleased to announce that the overall winner of the Crucible is Nightfall University’s very own Wintersylver, a White Wyrm, who has broken all tournament records with a near-perfect score of 99.25!”

Wintersylver positively beamed as a thunderous round of clapping filled the room.

“And Nightfall University had another overall winner, who scored too well not to be included in the semifinals. We have Woody Bone Splinters, a Sylvan Revenant, who scored a 98.99, the second-best score in the entire Crucible.”

Woody rose into the air and floated above the crowd, a spectral leafy figure that looked like the love child of a gnarled tree and a withered corpse. Inky darkness radiated off him like a cloak. Logan could appreciate the moss covering the Sylvan Revenant’s head, and the rot of his gray skin.

From the podium, Webbs offered Shadowcroft the side-eye and a smug grin. “From the Shadowcroft Academy for Dungeons, we have Chadrigoth Nobleblade, everyone’s favorite abyss lord, a native of Eritreus and part of the royal family of illustrious Nobleblades, who never fail to impress.”

Chadrigoth gave Logan a pained look.

Logan tried to be a good sport.

“Go on, big blue,” he said, patting the abyss lord on the arm. “You deserve it.”

Chadrigoth swelled in size and unfurled his leathery wings. The dark flame burning around his head threw out enough heat to melt some of Wintersylver’s ice crystals. She was not impressed.

Professor Suresh, surrounded by the students of the Ninth Circle, roared at the display, but it wasn’t a sound of appreciation. It was a growling yell of complete frustration. None of the dungeon cores in the Ninth Circle had scored high enough to be considered for the semifinals.

Webbs announced the other victors in short order.

Tommy Bugnutt, a Chitinous Bugbear, would be representing Gadsore’s Institute of Defense. Tommy was about the biggest roly-poly imaginable, except under that pill bug armor was a huge Kodiak bear with gleaming silver talons. He’d scored a 98.25.

Britta Scary, a Laughing Lich, let out a chilling giggle when she learned that her score of 97.8 had secured her a spot in the next round. She was a tall, pale creature with blonde hair and an unnerving smile. Her hands were bigger than her head while her feet were impossibly tiny. Hailing from the Plaguebringer College of the Undead, she’d been a favorite.

Last and the very least was Lorena Quartz, the Crystal Duchess dungeon core from Saudrian’s School of Guardians. Her final score was a flat 97, a few percentage points higher than Logan’s.

Yeah, if only he’d have scored a bit better. However, his heart warmed when he saw how excited Lorena Quartz was, and how all of the misfits and outcasts from Saudrian’s surrounded her, cheering her on. Saudrian’s hadn’t fielded a dungeon core in the semifinals in more than a hundred years.

Marko had made his way over to Lorena, and was trying to hug the giant crystal woman, but in the end, he was just a small goat man gripping her jagged, crystalline leg.

Inga grabbed Logan’s hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze. Another of her hands patted him on the back. “Don’t worry, Logan, we’ll still have fun this year. And I know Marko is happy our tournament class isn’t important now, so he can slack off.”

Logan sighed. “Yeah. I’m trying not to be disappointed, but none of us made it. I figured at least one of us would get in.”

“Thank you to all the schools for competing!” Webbs called out. “And we’ll see you in the semifinals—”

“Wait!” Chadrigoth thundered. As the giant demon in the room, he couldn’t be ignored. He’d even summoned his flaming dark sword and his fire whip. He cracked that whip to make sure everyone was looking at him. “I have an announcement to make.” He paused and pressed his eyes shut tight as though he was preparing to do something extremely painful. “I… I will not be competing in the semifinals!” he thundered after a moment. “I am stepping aside to give my spot to my best friend, Logan Murray!”

Logan blinked in genuine surprise. He wasn’t the only one that was shocked by the announcement. Mouths dropped open all around the room. What is he thinking? Why would he possibly give up such an honor?

There was a moment of absolute quiet, followed in short order by a wave of pandemonium.

But up on stage, Skip Shadowcroft smiled at Logan.

What in the heck was happening? And did the headmaster know something that Logan didn’t?


CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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Hours later, Logan stood with the Shadowcroft contingent in the middle of the Arena Suprema. All of the dungeons had been cleared. Now, all that remained was massive grassy field with a single gorgeous tree stretching gnarled fingers toward a sky full of stars. Magical light posts, arching over the field, glowed with a warm light.

Everyone else had already returned to their home realms, but the Shadowcroft dungeon cores were the last to leave, so they were alone on the expansive field. The tree was actually a branch of the Tree of Souls and doubled as a BYE portal, which would return them to Arborea when they were finally ready to pack it in. For the semifinal and final rounds, the fields would be brimming with eager spectators, and merchants would flock to the Arena Suprema, temporarily transforming it into a marketplace to rival even the Crossworld Bazaar.

Not that the advanced rounds would be held in the Arena Suprema proper. No, the massive stadium was where people would gather to watch the spectacle, which would take place on distant worlds, pre-chosen by the Shadowcroft Academy, since it was the host school.

But that was months away, and Logan had more immediate concerns on his mind. Like what in the world Chadrigoth had been thinking…

Shadowcroft had been thoughtful and quiet after the abyss lord’s sweeping proclamation, while Suresh the Magnificent tried in vain to get Chadrigoth to change his mind. The tournament judges were fine with Chadrigoth stepping aside—it was a foolish move, they said, but it didn’t break any rules. The games were voluntary, after all, and no one could be forced to compete against their will. Logan had the next highest score, and he was popular with the general audience as well as certain gamblers. At two-to-one odds against him, Logan had doubled a lot of people’s money.

Suresh wouldn’t leave it alone. “Listen, Mr. Nobleblade, I was afraid you would do well, and you did, but little did I know you would just walk away from victory. Let me be clear. I don’t like you. If I’m being entirely transparent—which I never am—your dashing good looks and competency make me feel old and vaguely self-conscious about myself and my various, self-awarded titles.”

Huh, Logan thought. That really was rather introspective for the Rakshasa.

“With all of that said,” Suresh continued after taking a long breath, “you are our best bet to win, and the Shadowcroft Academy needs this win. Our reputation has been suffering because of certain professors and the leadership in general.”

Shadowcroft’s gemstone flashed in the belly of his trunk. “Oh, come now, Suresh, tell me more about which professors I should remove and how we might change our leadership.”

Suresh scowled and folded his arms across his chest. “I’m not saying anything you don’t already know. Nothing I haven’t said in private and in public a thousand times before. But you want us to win, don’t you, Skip? Don’t you?”

Shadowcroft smiled through his mossy beard. “Indeed, I would like us to win.” He nodded, beard waggling slowly from the motion. “At the same time, I agree with our beloved abyss lord. Despite what you may think, Suresh, Logan is our best bet. Mr. Nobleblade knows it, which is why he is stepping aside. Is that not right, Chadrigoth?”

“That’s what I think, headmaster. And let me be clear, Professor Suresh. This isn’t easy for me.” The big blue demon ignored both Lady Elesiel’s and Jimi Magmarty’s overexaggerated eye rolls.

Even Fractilla and the Ninth Circle seemed frustrated, but then, they were all tired and not thinking clearly. Though it had only been four days, it seemed like forever ago when they left Arborea for the Arena Suprema. The Crucible itself had also been extremely taxing—pushing all of the participants to the edge of their capabilities and beyond.

Chadrigoth stood under the branches of the BYE portal looking pensive. “This goes against everything I learned growing up,” he said softly. “My family only values people who succeed. If you’re not the best, you’re the worst. If you’re not first, you’re last. That’s literally the credo of the Nobleblades.”

Logan thought that sounded suspiciously like he was quoting a certain Will Ferrell movie.

Marko, who was still picking Lolozi Webbs’s spiderwebs out of his fur, piped up. “Mr. Kobold only shows movies. And I can’t remember who teaches my alchemy class. I don’t think I’ve been making beer. I agree with Suresh the Handsome. Certain professors are a problem.”

Inga shushed him. “We have moved on, Marko. Keep up.”

Chadrigoth approached Logan. When Logan had first started out at the Academy, he’d only come up to the blue demon’s waist. Logan was still shorter, so it wasn’t eye to eye, but it wasn’t eye to nipple either, which was a win in his book.

Chadrigoth’s core gem sparkled under the starlight. The abyss lord vibrated with power, and thin wisps of blue-white light seeped from his core, flowing down into what looked like a gentle mist. The abyss lord was holding something in his hand. There was power there as well.

Chadrigoth gazed down at Logan, his jaw clenched tight in determination. “We’ve had a rough go of it these couple years, but you taught me so much about myself. Stepping aside is hard for me, but the headmaster is right. You are our best shot because you and Inga can work together better than you and I can. You see, I get it now. For us misfit dungeon cores, for us nerdy, crazy guys, it’s not about the power we get for ourselves. It’s about protecting the Tree of Souls. And murder. Lots of murder. But mostly protecting the Tree.”

Logan thought about pointing out the fact that Chadrigoth wasn’t a misfit or a nerdy guy, but decided to hold his tongue. This was an opportunity for growth for the abyss lord, and he didn’t want to ruin it.

“Look, Chadrigoth,” he said, “I’m not asking you to do this. I’m sad I lost, but I’ll be right in the front row cheering for you. You did amazing, and you’ve always been the strongest person in our year. And one of the strongest students in our school.”

“Yeah, I am awesome,” Chadrigoth said, nodding in agreement. “But I was never stronger than when you and I worked together to save the multiverse. Me and you, bro. Me and you. And I know in my heart that if you’d been allowed to run the Crucible with symbiotic bond, you would’ve crushed it. You scored a 96.95 percent. Inga scored a 92. Together, you would’ve scored a 188.95—that’s twice as good as Wintersylver.”

Logan frowned. Chadrigoth was powerful, but math wasn’t his strong suit. Still, it was a nice sentiment.

“It needs to be you, bro. Here, I want to give you something—something that belongs with a true champion like you.” They abyss lord opened his palm to reveal…two old, worn sweatbands. The kind people wore on their wrists to mop up sweat. The sweatbands were neon pink and green with very strong ’80s vibes. “I got these from the Sacred Hollow last year, but I didn’t really want to use them because they looked so dorky. But they’re hella powerful, and they’re yours now. You’re going to do great, Logan. I’m so glad you’re my friend. Maybe someday we can be best friends for real.”

Tears sparkled in Chadrigoth’s eyes.

Lady Elesiel pretended like she was going to puke.

“Those smell so bad!” she said. “And yeah, Chad, those sweatbands are the worst. If you ever wore them around me, I would’ve broken up with you immediately.”

“You’re such a nerd,” Jimi Magmarty huffed.

Tet sighed like only a cat girl can sigh. “Give it a rest, you two. Try not to be so stupidly shallow.”

Suresh threw his manicured paws above his head. “What is the meaning of all this? Why aren’t we going home? I mean, it’s been decided, right? Everyone’s ‘favorite fungaloid’”—he deliberately used air quotes—“is going to compete with the astral moth girl. Let’s just leave already so I can go home and drink away my very understandable disappointment.”

But that wasn’t going to be happening. Not in the way they thought.

Chadrigoth raised his hands. “No… we can’t leave yet. I can feel something changing in me. Standing this close to the Tree of Souls, I can see things so clearly now. I’ve been holding on to old ideas. My conditioning, my family, all of the pride and ego that I thought made me so strong. It’s the opposite. It’s the letting go. We surrender to win.”

Beads of bright light condensed on the leaves of the tree overhead. Logan’s breath caught at the beauty of it. Those beads of light rolled off the leaves and drifted down like fat flakes of snow right onto Chadrigoth. His core gem burned with power, and the odd mist leaking out swirled around him in a whirlwind of magical light and preternatural fog, sweeping up the motes of energy drifting down from the canopy.

For second, Logan thought Chadrigoth was dying, but no, he was ascending.

The shell of blue-white light thickened around the abyss lord until he was lost completely. Then the rush of power guttered, faded, and died. All that power hardened into a blue-gray metal, until Chadrigoth was covered in a coating of hardened dark iron. It had a very Han Solo trapped in carbonite look.

It had happened so fast that Logan wasn’t sure what to do. Lady Elesiel and Jimi Magmarty took several steps back. The Ninth Circle stared on in slack-jawed wonderment. Professor Suresh stood with his arms crossed, while Shadowcroft wiped at tears leaking down his wooden face.

“Revelation,” the headmaster whispered under his breath. “Such is the key to advancing beyond B-Class.”

Inga tentatively approached the massive Chadrigoth statue and traced her delicate fingers over the rough iron surface.

“This is like when I created the chrysalis so I could ascend to B-Class,” she said, voice low. “When he emerges, Chadrigoth is going to be A-Class.”

“Figures he’d wuss his way to A-Class,” Magmarty spat, blazing with lava heat. “My real question is, how are we going to get him home? I’m not carrying him.”

Treacle didn’t spout any haiku. He just sucked on his jawbreaker and summoned forth a variety of Ugknot Calflings and an arachnoid-limbed walking table, not unlike the serving trays they used back in the dorm rooms. The contraption tilted itself, and the Calflings gently lowered the metal-bound demon onto the table. Without saying a word, Treacle escorted the table and his minions to the Tree of Souls, and they all vanished in the blink of an eye.

Logan bustled forward and quickly found himself back on Arborea, under another star-dappled night sky.

Logan touched Chadrigoth’s claws poking out of the iron. “Well, buddy, good luck. Leveling is never easy, but I think you’ll do it fine.”

Treacle’s jawbreaker clacked in his jaw. The minotaur smiled. “And I was just getting used to the big blue guy. But he’ll be okay. He’s got an inner strength to him—like a fine core of steel.” He paused, still slurping loudly at his jawbreaker, and stole a sidelong look at Logan. “For what it’s worth, I’m glad he stepped aside. You’re going to do well, and who knows, in the finals, Marko and I might join you and Inga. Wouldn’t that be a sight to see.”

The semifinals seemed so far away, well after the Forevergreen Festival, which was basically Christmas in the Ashvattha Multiverse.

Shadowcroft appeared next, and he came over to Chadrigoth’s sarcophagus. “To become a Jade Leaf Cultivator, he’ll need plenty of Apothos. Best if we take him to the Akros Coliseum. I don’t think in his present state he’ll mind the elements one bit. And I know Yullis will enjoy having him there. It will motivate other students.”
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In the end, Shadowcroft was right, as he was so much of the time. Rockheart did indeed love having Chadrigoth’s statue standing tall at the center of the practice fields. He ended up using the iron abyss lord as a coat and scarf rack during practice. Very convenient.

Logan also enjoyed having him around, though for a different reason.

Over the next three months, Logan would go and sit next to the Chadrigoth trapped in carbonite to work on his twine, or to practice his cultivation techniques, and to generally ponder his life. It was strange. For much of the first two years at Shadowcroft, Chadrigoth had been such a thorn in his side, the stereotypical bully/homicide suspect that made Logan’s life, and the lives of the Terrible Twelfth, miserable.

Then the craziness of their second year happened, and Chadrigoth had become Logan’s friend—hell, one of his best friends even. That was a plot twist he’d never seen coming. The hole the abyss lord left behind was surprisingly hard for all of them to bear, and Tet took it as hard or harder than the rest of them.

Logan would often come and see Tet standing by the statue, talking to him, which was something Logan did as well.

Inga admitted to doing the same thing—when working on the audit became too much, or when archiving Shadowcroft’s office was driving her crazy.

No one knew when Chadrigoth might emerge from his metallic cocoon, and after the first few weeks, Logan had to admit he was giving up hope. Which was exactly when Rockheart reminded him that dungeon cores could exist for thousands of years, it not indefinitely, and that advancing to A-Class would take some time.

The days stretched on, quickly turning to weeks, weeks giving way to months, and before long the Forevergreen Festival was right around the corner.

It was Marko’s idea to throw a winter party for Chadrigoth, which was amazing, since the goat man wasn’t the biggest fan of the Forevergreen Festival in general. He had past trauma. Losing a friend and being killed during the festive season would give anyone holiday woes. Also, Marko had to plan the party while cleaning all of the bathrooms, which had become kind of an obsession for him. If silverware almost broke Inga the year before, the constant scrubbing just might snap Marko’s already fragile mind.

Still, the Forevergreen Festival party was a big hit. Most of the school came, even though it was cold and snowy, and a bit windy, which was odd since Arborea was flat and didn’t actually have any kind of weather system. However, the bonfires kept them warm, the air was filled with the smell of chestnuts roasting on an open fire, and there was plenty to drink. Not only were the Gelatinous Knight and Nemoy in charge of drinks, Enrico Kagster had created a new flavor of Liverkill, Abyss Lord Blues, which tasted like blueberries left out in the sun and then coated in gasoline and chocolate. It was a truly terrible flavor combination.

Marko drank far too much of it.

In truth, Marko said the Liverkill flavor tasted better than the Blue Divine Philter. Since it was designed to help C-Class cores cultivate better, both Treacle and Marko had been steadily drinking as much of the stuff as Logan could brew. It was a slow and tedious process—although Marko constantly said that it wasn’t a slow enough process. He stated in no uncertain terms that if he never had to drink another drop of the vile stuff, he could die a happy and fulfilled goat man. As Logan was a B-Class Cultivator, it couldn’t do anything to improve his core, but he’d tried it anyway and found it to be pungent yet refreshing.

Although, admittedly, he did now enjoy the taste of moldy dumpster water.

Unfortunately, the brew didn’t seem to be doing a whole lot to help Treacle or Marko advance either, and it was having some odd side effects.

Treacle had become completely obsessed with crocheting and had started creating cute scarves and colorful jackets for his metal murder machines.

As for Marko, he’d become more than a little twitchy and had grown infatuated with Dark Matter Multiverse Radio, a conspiracy talk show that covered everything from Elvis sightings to your stereotypical gray skin aliens—known as Zeta Ridiculans—probing cattle. Listening to DMMR wasn’t easy, since the multiverse was a big place, and radio waves weren’t known to travel all that far. To solve the problem, Marko had to use a special DMMR tuning fork, smack it against the wall, and then let the sound reverberate through a video crystal. The entire process was wildly inefficient and impractical. It also happened to be extremely problematic and deeply, deeply stupid.

The DMMR conspiracy theories weren’t helping Marko’s mental health any, and that certainly wasn’t helping him advance his core.

Needless to say, everyone in the Terrible Twelfth was frustrated with their progress—especially since their specialized cultivation training didn’t seem to be helping either.

Logan could relate. He’d hit another plateau, this time at B-Class, Rank 4. No matter how hard he pushed his body, it wasn’t enough. He’d made significant progress on his ball of twine, but wasn’t seeing any tangible gains in power.

A-Class never felt so far away.

At least Chadrigoth would get there, hopefully.
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With the Forevergreen Festival firmly in the rearview mirror and classes starting back up once more, Logan found himself on one of the four stone benches that Rockheart had placed around Chadrigoth, absently contemplating his life and the Miami Vice sweatbands encircling his oversized wrists. He’d put them on, but so far, they didn’t seem to be doing anything.

Either that, or Logan was having trouble accessing their power.

Inga, Marko, and Treacle found him just before dinner, the sky the hazy purple of twilight, a fine mist hanging in the air. It was a bit cold and very damp, which Logan enjoyed.

Even from a distance, Inga grimaced as she tromped across the coliseum grounds. “Logan, could you put the terry cloth bracelets away? I can’t handle the smell.”

Marko laughed. “Phft, that’s nothing. I know you guys don’t want to hear it, but someone in the Crystal Tiger Clan did something unspeakable in their freshman dorm’s bathroom. It was a crime against humanity that will forever haunt my dreams and live on in my darkest memories. But yeah, sure, the wristbands smell gross.”

“Who hurt you, Marko?” Inga asked, laying a hand on his forearm. “Was it GK?”

“I don’t want to talk about him,” he said. “But what I do want to talk about is our new classes! Away from Arborea. No toilets to clean. Who has two thumbs and is excited for that? This satyr.”

Treacle spit out the jawbreaker. “Unique classes start. Knowledge drips like sweet honey. New kids on the block.”

Logan grinned. He was excited to get off-world—his uncle Bud used to say, Sometimes a change is as good as a break. He could definitely use a change in his routine. He was in a rut and needed something to jar him out of it. “Yeah, I honestly can’t wait. Marko has his clown school—”

“Clown college!” the satyr insisted. “Let’s not be demeaning. And at least I don’t have a bug class.”

“Cosmic Entomology,” Inga corrected. “Are you excited to meet Ronnalg Crucible’s brother, Treacle?” she asked, turning toward the minotaur.

He nodded stoically. “Well, to be honest, I don’t know if I am or not. Might be, Professor Crucible and his brother don’t get along. From what I’ve gathered, Professor has a very big family with a lot of siblings and they all have a very… complicated family dynamic. Not unlike this jawbreaker. There are layers to it. But I do like armor, and Professor Donnalg Crucible is supposed to be the best of the best. We’ll see. I am trying to keep an open mind, but I’ll probably hate it.”

“Naw! It’s going to be aces, big guy. Going off-world!” Marko did a little dance. “And we’ll be alone. Time to get in some serious trouble!”

“Please don’t,” Inga said. “We need to really do well. Despite our inclusion in the interschool tournament, the Azure Dragon Clan is in last place this year.”

Marko shot her an accusing finger. “Because of points! Yes! Points! It’s the points that are the problem. I heard all about this on Dark Matter Multiverse Radio. It’s a whole thing. How can we lead the leaderboard if the points are against us?”

Inga let out an exasperated sigh. “How many times do I have to tell you, that show is utter rubbish. Just admit that you have no idea how the leaderboard works.”

Marko squinted at her. “No, no, no—you have no idea how it works, which you would if you tuned in and listened to the show for once. That’s the problem. That and the points.”

Treacle had popped his jawbreaker back into his mouth. He didn’t seem to have an opinion on the issue.

Despite Marko’s protests, there was no conspiracy to uncover.

The truth was, the Azure Dragon was in last place because of simple math. Chadrigoth was out of the picture and the Terrible Twelfth had stalled in their advancement progress. It didn’t help matters that the Azure Dragon freshmen were looking pretty lackluster, while the Backstories had been making amazing progress, mirroring what Logan had done his freshman year. That meant the Onyx Tortoise Clan was breathing down the Crystal Tiger’s neck, and both the Vermilion Phoenix and the Azure Dragon were trailing.

True, Logan had won some points for his clan, since he and Inga had made it into the semifinals, but even Rockheart pointed out how lackadaisical his clan seemed this year. Even Tet had slowed her progress.

Logan reached out and touched the metal statue of Chadrigoth. “Well, I’m hoping that the second semester brings some kind of change. I should learn something from other fungaloid dungeon cores, right?”

Treacle spit his candy into his palm. “Something should grow on you. I made a mold joke. Something moldy. No, things are going to get better. They have to. Right? I’m new to optimism. I don’t quite understand it.”

Marko sighed. “Hope, my minotaurial friend, is never off the menu of the buffet that we call our lives. Speaking of buffets, let’s go eat! I have to hit some public restrooms in Vralkag. Ain’t no rest for the wicked, nor is there no rest for people who clean restrooms. There’s some irony there.”

The next day, Logan took off for Nightfall University and his Mastering Mushrooms’ Magic: Protecting the Multiverse One Spore at a Time class.

If hope was on the menu, then so was strangeness, disappointment, and all the other flavors of emotion that we call life.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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Logan lingered in front of the Raven Hauntblood School of Specialty Classes at Nightfall University. The school was a glossy black fortress of towers, bridges, fountains, and buildings all carved into the side of a seemingly infinite rock cavern known as the Onyx Ravine. Nightfall was so named because the school was buried deep within the ground and the sunlight never touched there. Instead, the ceiling of the great cavern—hundreds of miles overhead—was studded with an endless carpet of glowing purple crystals that cast the cavern into perpetual twilight.

It was perfect.

Logan’s special fungaloid class was located in the Raven Hauntblood building, but standing there, with a fountain of his own, was an enormous bronze statue of Melvin R. Chevalier. The now deceased kitchen ghast towered over the courtyard, holding a basket of cherry turnovers in outstretched hands. The inscription was touching – Melvin R. Chevalier, Kitchen Ghast and friend, was taken from us too soon. Ripe is the fruit of life when baked into a turnover.

Logan didn’t get that last part but now he understand why Wintersylver had been so mean to them. A few people glared at Logan, recognizing him as one of the dungeon guardians that had accidently helped get the Kitchen Ghast killed the year before. Billy the Scales had been the true culprit behind Melvin’s untimely death, but Logan had played a small part in what had happened. They still had Melvin’s cookbook, which was an odd combination of delicious recipes and small personal notes threatening murderous vengeance and a non-zero amount of cannibalism.

However, Melvin clearly had more friends than enemies at Nightfall, which was a surprise.

Logan headed into the large building, heading toward his classroom. He was trying to look studious and intimidating, so he showed up in his armor, with the battle skirt and the pauldron, though he kept his ruby-studded shield tucked away inside his Ring of Pockets. First impressions were important. That was also why he neglected to wear his Miami Vice sweatbands. He had to admit he was more nervous than he’d been in ages. He’d grown accustomed to taking classes with his cohort.

Once again, like in the Crucible, he was forced to go it alone.

As he opened the classroom door, the familiar scent of mildew and decay hit his senses like a warm spring breeze. He immediately felt some of his stress and uncertainty melt away. These were his people, he reminded himself. What was there to worry about?

Still, Logan lingered in the doorway, frozen by what he saw. It was a cool, damp place, overflowing with spores. The floor was covered in black mildew, as were the desks to the right. Circles of yellow fungi sprouted from the worn wood of the lecturer’s podium on the left.

The back of the room was filled up with some huge mycological nightmare—it was a gigantic mushroomish overweight serpent, with patches of hard chitinous algae covering him like scales. The dragon-like mushroom had enormous pale eyes and a cap with a bill in the front and the rear, almost like a Sherlock Holmes hat. He was mostly shades of gray.

Sitting in moldy desks were a variety of other fungaloids. One was tall and thin and pale, with a huge nose underneath a cup that covered his eyes, ears, and most of his face. Beside him was a toadstool woman who stared at Logan with a slack jaw and a vacant expression in her beady eyes. A night-black mushroom man wearing a black hat and cape—looking vaguely Zorroesque, though without the sword—sat mysteriously in the back of the room near the fat fungal serpent. Or was it a Fungal Basilisk?

Logan had read about them, and there were some definite similarities.

A rotund mushroom with a bulbous belly and small little round cap, the color of brown mustard, raised a hand. “Hey. It’s Logan Murray!”

There was a lot of blinking and grinning. One three-headed fungal creature—a collection of red, pink, and black growths—had three different reactions. The reddish head smiled. “Wow. A celebrity! Good job on the Crucible!” The blackish head scowled. “I hate him. He got Melvin killed.” The pinkish head looked confused. “Who’s Melvin? What’s a Crucible? Is that Professor Crucible we’re talking about? Where are we right now?”

Black and yellow spores swarmed around Logan and lifted him out of the doorway and into the classroom. “Excuse me, Mr. Murray. I don’t mean to be rude.”

The collection of odd fungal students let out a whoop. “The professor is here! Welcome, Professor!”

Logan turned and took in the teacher. He was a willowy yellow mushroom with slender arms and legs, all dressed up in a gold suit and wearing a bright orange tie. In his hand was a battered old leather briefcase. Around him swirled a cloud of black and yellow spores—clearly visible.

“I’m Professor Rick Nella.” The yellow fungal man smiled. “And maybe you should be teaching this class, Mr. Murray. I mean, B-Class, Rank 4, and someone who made it into the semifinals in the interschool tournament? Impressive, Mr. Murray. Very impressive!” Professor Rick paused, frowning. “I know, Lori, I know. I’m not kissing his butt. I’m showing him some respect. I think that’s appropriate considering the circumstances.”

The cloud of spores swirled and danced in obvious agitation, and Professor Rick pointed to a seat next to the three-headed mushroom guy. “Yes, well, why don’t you have a seat next to Trio Trio Trio.”

“Murderer,” one of the three Trio heads muttered as Logan slipped into a desk.

“It wasn’t his fault,” another head hissed. “There was an ancient evil. Melvin was just in the wrong place at the wrong time. These things happen, you know.”

The first head grimaced. “Everyone is always blaming everything on the ancient evil. Ancient evil this. Ancient evil that. I don’t buy it.”

“What is the nature of evil?” the last head asked.

Professor Rick snapped his fingers, getting their attention. “Welcome, class. Some of you I know from Nightfall University, like Trio here, while others of you are repeat visitors from some of our prestigious sister schools. And then, of course, there’s Logan Murray, but I fear I’m getting a bit ahead of myself. Why don’t we go around the room and introduce ourselves? We are the few, the proud, the fungaloid.”

Trio’s hand shot up. “We’ll go first.”

Red Head looked deeply concerned. “Don’t tell them that it’s our tenth year, and don’t say this is the second time we’ve taken this class.”

Black Head looked visibly disgusted. “I’m one of the Trio, and you didn’t hear my other head say a word. I have no past, my present is dubious, and I try not think about the future.”

Pink Head looked confused. “What class is this again? What class am I again?”

The introductions continued in an orderly, if strange, fashion. As it turned out, most of the fungaloids were low C-Class, but Pewig Bulge, the fungal basilisk, was actually an E-Class, Rank 1, from Saudrian’s School of Guardians—where Marko was taking his clown classes. Pewig might’ve been big, but he couldn’t move very well, and he couldn’t speak very well. Still, he seemed nice. They all did, honestly.

The red-and-white toadstool woman was Amanda Pears. She had trouble keeping her mouth closed. Every little thing seemed to shock her. Next to her, the fungaloid that was mostly nose and cap was Luco Paxillus.

The brown mustard mushroom guy with the big belly and the tiny cap was Gary Bernardii. Out of all the fungaloids, he was the most accomplished, but then again, he was only C-Class, Rank 6. He had hopes to get to Rank 5 in the next few years.

It was a collection of misfits and oddities, with Professor Rick leading the parade, swamped by the cloud of black and yellow spores, which seemed to have a mind of its own. Rick often seemed to be talking to either himself or to the cloud—it was hard to tell which—and it was very distracting.

The professor scowled, gaze focused inward. “I know. I know. But we had to get done with introductions first, Lori. And yes, Yeez Tee hasn’t said his name, but you know how he is.”

Everyone in the class stared straight forward, but Logan turned around to take in the mushroom Zorro decked out in the hat and cape.

The mystery fungus gazed at Logan with squinted black eyes. “You don’t want to know me, Murray,” he said. “I’m bad news. As bad as it comes. My past trauma is my armor against everything that could ever possibly hurt me. Except more trauma.”

“Yes, Mr. Yeez,” Professor Rick said indulgently. “I know you’ve been through a lot, but we really should get started.” He turned and grabbed a basket, and just from the sound of it, Logan knew exactly what it was.

Silverware. The strange obsession people had with tableware continued.

The professor walked up to Logan and shook the basket. “Please, pick one, Mr. Murray.”

Logan reached in and grabbed a rusted winter soup spoon from Eritreus—from the capital city of Aurora in fact. How did he know that? It must’ve been all the time he was bonded with Inga.

Professor Rick continued around the room, passing out more silverware, until everyone had one.

Pewig immediately stuck a big serving fork into his mouth and slobbered all over it.

Rick returned to the moldy podium. “For today’s lesson, I want to talk about the half-decomposed elephant in the room. Yes, fungaloids, fungal dungeons, mushroom knights, mycological paladins, and worshippers of the Spore Lords aren’t what people would call a ‘desirable’ class. In fact, I’ve personally been called useless, a waste of cosmic energy, a giant moldy nerd, and the worst professor to ever teach a class in any university.”

Poor guy, Logan thought. Fungaloids really did get the short end of the stick, and there was no way Professor Rick was the worst professor to ever teach a class in any university. Professor Kobold literally just showed old videos and slept at his desk. And while Logan couldn’t remember much from his alchemy class, he had the strangest notion that his teacher was a bipedal raccoon, probably rabid, definitely high on bath salts, who also talked a mile a minute. It was like some kind of crazy Guardians of the Galaxy and Breaking Bad mashup.

Logan had brief flashes of the class, but mostly it was a hazy fever dream waltzing around inside his spongy head.

“Some of that may be true,” Professor Rick continued. “We fungal dungeons aren’t the flashiest, the most powerful, or even the most intelligent.”

Pewig grunted in the back of the room. He’d eaten through the tines of his fork.

“But what we lack in power, style, and intelligence, we make up for with what I consider to be an extraordinary superpower: our ability to digest most any item and pull the Apothos out of it. Very good, Mr. Bulge, I see you have enjoyed your spoon.”

More grunting. It hadn’t been a spoon.

Gary Bernardii grinned. “Fun fact, I can eat things with my hands.” Little toothless mouths opened on his palm, and he reduced his butter knife to nothing. “I like to eat things with my hands.”

Amanda Pears gaped. “Gosh. Well, isn’t that a neat trick. I have to make a little digestion pit, which isn’t nearly as nifty.”

The red-and-white toadstool woman closed her eyes, and a little puddle appeared under her desk. She dropped her shrimp fork into it. Bubbles formed. So Amanda was an actual fungaloid, just like Logan.

He created his own pit on the floor beneath his desk and unceremoniously dropped the soup spoon in. He was surprised that the metal wasn’t actually metal at all—it was concentrated Morta Apothos. Unless Logan was mistaken, Professor Rick had generated these himself, which was an awfully impressive feat.

Yeez Tee threw away his steak knife and sprang to his feet. “This is a waste of my time. I thought maybe I could be free of the darkness inside me, but how can I? I am the darkness.”

He marched out of the classroom, slamming the door behind him.

“Don’t mind him. He’ll be back,” Professor Rick said. “He starts a new character arc at the beginning of every fungaloid class. By the end, he’ll see you all as his brothers and sisters. You’ll be his found family. At least, until one of you dies, which usually happens, and then the cycle will invariably start anew.”

His spore cloud swirled around, blinking and flashing in clear agitation. “You know I overshare on the first day, Lori. Fine. I’ll stop. Let’s just get to the next part of the lecture. Is that okay with you?” A long, uncomfortable pause followed. “Fine. I said fine!”

Logan didn’t quite understand who Lori was, and it wasn’t like he could ask. Also, it sounded like Yeez Tee would make a fine addition to the Backstories back at the Shadowcroft Academy.

Rick cleared his throat and adjusted his tie. “Now, who can tell me what was strange about the silverware you digested?”

“It’s so silverware-y,” Gary offered up triumphantly.

Amanda blinked and smiled, mouth hanging open. “I was going to say that, Gary! We’re so smart! High five!” They tried to high five but didn’t have the manual dexterity or fine motor skills to pull it off. Gary ended up high-fiving her face and then his little hand mouths began to slowly try to digest her.

Logan knew the answer to the question, but he wanted to see what everyone else would say.

There were a few more guesses. Pewig did more grunting. It didn’t seem like a language. More like indigestion. Trio had a whole argument with himself—well, the red and black heads did at any rate. Pinkie was still trying to figure out where the spring salad fork had gone.

Logan finally raised his hand. “The silverware was an endogenous manifestation, made of mostly Morta Apothos, which makes sense. If I had to guess, I’d say you made them, Professor, and I have to say, the rust was a good touch, as was the distressed metal of the handle. I genuinely thought they were real before I started digestion.” His answer was part Treacle, part Inga. Logan already missed his friends.

Professor Rick visibly brightened. “My, my, my. You are as good as they say. You should teach the class! To go from E-class to B-class in two years? It can’t be done. Pewig has been at it for fifty years, which is a ton of tuition.”

Pewig finally spoke. “Dumb student loans.”

Logan cast about in wonder. Who were these oddballs? And why were they taking so long to level?

Professor Rick sighed. “Be quiet, Lori. I have every right to be impressed.” He returned his attention to the class. “Yes, we fungal classes have a lot stacked against us, but really, we are special. Some say we started life in the multiverse, and that all the animal species and every dungeon guardian class originated from spores. We’ll be covering that as well as the Spore Lords—who are far more than a myth, I assure you. We shall also suggest some fungal cultivation techniques that haven’t really worked for us, although we have high hopes for you, Logan! Oh, gosh, can I call you Logan? Or do you prefer Mr. Murray?”

“Logan is fine,” he replied, shifting awkwardly in his seat.

“You just made my day… Logan.” Professor Rick beamed. “Now, who wants more silverware to digest?”

All the oddball fungal dungeon cores raised various appendages.

As Logan looked around, he felt a knot form in the pit of his digestion pit. This was a disaster. He’d come here hoping to learn how to push past the plateau he’d hit, but it was clear he was the strongest fungaloid in the class. Likely even stronger than Professor Rick.

He wasn’t going to find any quick and easy answers here.

But honestly, that wasn’t why he was upset. No, he felt terrible for the mushroom people in the seats around him. He wasn’t better than them—he was exactly like them. He’d started out at the very bottom of the dungeon core barrel with the odds stacked against him in every conceivable way. He’d just been lucky enough to find a good headmaster who had believed in him and friends who’d been willing to help him even when he was weak and worthless. From the sounds of it, many of these fungal cores had been studying for years without any progress.

And that was probably because everyone had written them off before they’d ever gotten a chance to show the world any different. Maybe they couldn’t help him advance, but he’d be damned if he couldn’t help them advance. It would probably be an uphill battle, he thought, looking at Amanda stare vacantly off into space, a line of drool oozing down from her mouth, but he was always up for a challenge. If he’d learned anything from Chadrigoth, it was that sometimes you needed to step down to help others step up.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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Hiro “Hardclaw” Shirazi had made some pretty bad decisions in his life—there was that one time he used the Wand of Lightning in the Putrid Portcullis dungeon that fried most of the party and melted a pretty cool magical candelabra. Losing out on the loot was tragic. Losing the party? Meh.

But Hardclaw had also made some good decisions. He’d walked away from a dungeon called the Trapped Tomb of Terrors, which was a wide assortment of murderous traps far too complicated for most heroes to ever solve. Eventually, an S-Class dungeoneer had walked right through the Tomb of Terrors and crushed the smug dungeon core in about five minutes. Good for him. Hardclaw was glad he’d passed on that one. Knowing your limitations was important.

Helping to start the Scarlet Paradox had definitely been a good decision.

Inviting Mr. Lou Shador to become a co-owner? Hardclaw found the whole experience ambiguous. Yes, guild membership was at an all-time high, and the Scarlet Paradox was booming. Money was flowing, Apothos was flowing. Everyone was pretty happy with what was going on. Those were the high points.

The low points?

Mr. Shador was loud, opinionated, difficult to work with, and messy. So unbelievably, inexplicably messy. The powerful dungeoneer had moved into the best suite at the top of the guildhall, and the smell wafting out from the room was atrocious. His minions came and went unseen by anyone, but they left behind garbage—old roller skates, a few broken daggers, some clown makeup, tubes of mascara, heaps of self-help books, and crumpled-up bits of paper, which were actual cryptic love notes.

Do you love the idea of me? Yes or no?

Which do you love more? Me, the universe, or chocolate sundaes? Pick one.

I love you like a burrito. But only one with chorizo. Otherwise, I hate you.

Hardclaw had hired cleaners—as a responsible business owner is wont to do—but he had to play them platinum to go in and remove the massive amounts of food and weaponry from the suites as well as deep clean the hallway carpets.

Another problem with Mr. Shador was his number one obsession—the Interschool Tournament of Collegial Dungeon Excellence, which was the only reason Mr. Shador had signed on to promote the Scarlet Paradox. The tournament, which featured the best and brightest of the dungeons of tomorrow, was an event so cloaked in secrecy it probably should’ve opened a cloak and dagger emporium. But the thing was, Hardclaw had a spy on the inside. He knew when the semifinals would be, he knew who would be competing, and most importantly of all, he knew where they would take place.

Invaluable pieces of intel, one and all. And probably the only reason Mr. Shador hadn’t killed him yet.

Hardclaw limped on his magic mace leg into the Situation Room, which was at the center of the administrative offices of the guild, which sat above the tavern but below the suites. The Situation Room was mostly filing cabinets, but at the center was a magical crystalline holo table. The Hell-Oh Portal dominated the far wall, opposite the table and filing cabinets. The portal was one of the best benefits of being part of a guild—members had access to transportation to a multitude of worlds that all housed dungeons.

The Hell-Oh Portal screen was relatively clean, but the magical table in front of it was nicked and stained by all the unruly dungeoneers who’d sat there over the years. Wolfgang Red had carved his initials in one area, while Belinda Dangerous had spilled her acidic tea on another end.

Hardclaw would’ve replaced the table in a second, but it turned out crystalline holo tables were expensive, especially ones hard connected to a Hell-Oh Portal. The cat man cared far more about functionality than appearance.

However, with the money he was seeing from Mr. Shador promoting the Scarlet Paradox, Hardclaw was considering replacing the entire building. Maybe a new place, with a magical fountain, like the Sages of the Golden Thread had. The Sages also had this big courtyard filled with statues of their heroes. For a long time, Hardclaw thought all that extravagance was a waste of money. He might’ve been wrong there.

Hardclaw clicked a switch, and lanterns flared to life.

“Good, brother, you’re here.”

The voice surprised the cat man so much he tried to leap back in a somersault but ended up tripping over his own mace leg and into a beige wall. A firm reminder that he was no longer the rogue-warrior he’d once been. No more rogueing. No more warrioring.

“Lou Shador?” Hardclaw sputtered.

“Oh… yeah, brother,” the masked hero said.

“How long have you been sitting in the dark, waiting for me? Also, why?”

“How long Lou Shador waits is unimportant,” he said, “but the why should be obvious—dramatic effect. Oh yeah! Now, I wanna talk about the tournament, brother. The Crucible round has been over for months, and yeah, I get that it might take some time to get info, but I’m talking about how tired of waiting I am. Feels like you’re stringing me along, and we can’t have that. I want all that you have. Nothing else matters. Let’s talk winners, losers, and dungeons for the semifinals. Six of ’em. Six garbage newbie dungeons waiting to get their core gems cracked. Now what can you tell me, brother? And it better be good—I’ve been spending a lot of gold to keep the lights on in this place.”

Hardclaw pulled himself up and gulped as he tried to calm his nerves. He could feel his ears twitching. “Yes, uh, I have some news. It just came in from my spy, and I was going to tell you everything. I was waiting to confirm a few details, but now’s as good a time as any to share what I have with you. Especially since there’s been a rather surprising development.”

“Surprise me, then, brother.”

Hardclaw limped over to a filing cabinet and pulled an enormous, rune-encrusted bronze key from a chain around his neck. The whole cabinet shook and clanged as he turned the key and a chorus of locks, binding seals, and magical warding runes disengaged. He pulled out a dozen manila folders packed with special parchment. He shuffled over to the crystalline holo table across from Shador.

The big, strange dungeoneer had his gleaming white boots propped up on the crystal surface. He was leaning back in a chair, the crimson cowl of his cloak covering his face. He had one hand resting on his big, hairy belly. In the other was a chocolate-cayenne pepper Creamsicle, trademarked and delicious. Mr. Shador’s face remained a mystery, hidden by the cowl of his cloak.

Hardclaw quickly rifled through a folder’s contents and slapped the first parchment on the table. The surface glowed, and a magically conjured figure appeared—a giant ice wyvern. “That was the winner, a White Wyrm called Wintersylver. She was the favorite, so it’s not a surprise. If you’re looking for a soft target, you’re going to want to avoid her, Mr. Shador.” He paused and licked his lips. “But before we continue, would you mind if I asked you why you’re so interested in the dungeon school tournament?”

Shador pointed his Creamsicle at the ice wyvern. “That’s the dumbest question I’ve ever heard, brother. Like asking me if chocolate-cayenne pepper Creamsicles are delicious or not, yeah. These garbage newbies are gonna be protecting nodes, but they don’t have much power now, do they? They’re still in school, which makes them easy pickin’s. And yer right, Wintersylver wouldn’t be easy pickin’s. What about that Nobleblade kid? Did he win? I hate that guy. Hate that whole family, actually. One of ’em took out a friend of a mine a while back.”

Hardclaw put Wintersylver’s parchment back in a folder. “Well, that’s the surprise. Chadrigoth won but he stepped down at the last minute, and there’s a rather interesting dungeon core that took his place. Have you ever heard of Logan Murray?”

“Nope,” Mr. Shador said, then sucked noisily on his Creamsicle. A bit of melted cream dripped down onto the white tape covering his meaty forearms. “What’s his story, brother?”

“He’s a fungaloid, and though your typical mushroom dies pretty quickly, Murray has managed to advance to B-Class in only a couple of years. He’s impressive. Some are saying he might make fungaloids cool again.”

Mr. Shador wrinkled his nose. “Stinky. Moldy. Breakable. Keep going. That better not be your surprise, brother. ’Cause it ain’t much of a surprise, now is it?”

News of Chadrigoth stepping down was shocking. And the fact that this relative newcomer to the dungeon core scene—and a fungaloid no less—was going to compete was big news. Mushroom dungeons just weren’t taken seriously, despite the rumors of how powerful the Spore Lords had been. But the Spore Lords had been dead for ten thousand years at least. Couldn’t even really call them rumor at this point. They were little more than a dusty, mostly forgotten legend.

Probably why Mr. Shador couldn’t care less.

“Uh… Yes… Of course, I do have another surprise.” He didn’t. Instead, Hardclaw coughed, pretending it was a hairball, while he stalled for time. He’d have to make one up. “As for the other competitors, they aren’t as impressive as Wintersylver, certainly, but they probably won’t be that easy to beat. You’re right, Mr. Shador, they still are in school, but that doesn’t make them particularly weak, I don’t think.”

Mr. Shador licked some cream off his white tape bracelets. “Easier than a dungeon who’s had centuries to dig in. Don’t tell me my business, brother, I was born to eat dungeon core gems and crap thunder. Tell me about the rest of the winners.”

Hardclaw went through the list quickly, putting parchment down on the table so images of the semi-finalists appeared one after another.

Woody Bone Splinters, Sylvan Revenant from Nightfall University.

Tommy Bugnutt, a Chitinous Bugbear from Gadsore’s Institute of Defense.

Britta Scary, a laughing lich from the Plaguebringer College of the Undead.

Lorena Quartz, a Crystal Duchess from Saudrian’s School of Guardians.

That last one made Mr. Shador laugh. “Now, that crystal lady is the one I’ll go after. Can’t even believe Saudrian’s School is still around, yeah. I thought they’d closed down years ago. I like breaking through crystal dungeons, brother, like a bull in a china shop, yeah. I’m the bull. Lorena Quartz is the china shop.”

Hardclaw wasn’t going to argue with the dungeoneer, but in his mind, attacking a competitor who didn’t win, but had the winning position given to him, would be the easiest dungeon to beat.

Mr. Shador swiveled in his seat and then leaned over the magic table. He motioned with his dripping treat. “Have they chosen the six Celestial Nodes yet for the semifinals?”

Hardclaw sniffed at the mess. “If you could… Maybe I could get you a napkin?”

“What for?” The dungeoneer used his hand to wipe up the mess, and then he licked his fingers clean.

Hardclaw was all for self-grooming, but this cloaked and cowled raider was just gross.

The cat man forced himself to ignore the disgusting indignity and soldier on. “I wasn’t going to come to you until I could confirm the locations the host school has chosen. I have the worlds, but not necessarily the dungeons. First up, we have Sucrosia.”

Hardclaw slapped a parchment onto the table. An image of a candy world appeared, bright pink bubblegum trees and soda pop rivers. There were literal mountains of rock candy, and the clouds were spun sugar drifting through a perfectly blue sky.

Shador grunted. “Now that’s a tasty little world, isn’t it? Show me the node.”

Hardclaw had to take a moment. “You don’t even call them dungeons anymore. You know they’re nodes.”

The dungeoneer swept his Creamsicle through the air, splattering more splashes of stickiness across the table. “We ain’t kids, Hardclaw. We destroy nodes and harvest Apothos for our own gain. Let’s not sugarcoat it.”

Hardclaw shifted the paper and showed the dungeoneer the rock candy caves of the dungeon, which was currently being protected by a powerful Arcanus Confectionary Mage by the name of Dia Betty.

“Okay, candy dungeon. Keep going.”

Hardclaw put down a fresh parchment. “Twilittia. It’s a shadow world, full of shadow creatures, and it’s always twilight. The dungeon, er, Celestial Node is a pit in the Forks-Wa desert—very sandy, very dark. Currently, there’s a Deadly Night Shade protecting the inner sanctum. We can only hope the fungaloid winds up with the sand pit.”

Mr. Shador grinned at the shadowy desert crack. “Real hot and dry for a fungus, brother. That’d be good. What was his name again?”

“Logan Murray.”

“Hmm. Might just be my guy. Depending on location. It’s random though, isn’t it? Six cores get randomly placed in six dungeons, yeah.” Mr. Shador only had a little bit of his Creamsicle left, but he wasn’t eating it. It was kind of distracting. Not to mention the mess.

“Completely random,” Hardclaw confirmed with a nod. “We won’t know which dungeon gets which node until the day before the contest. I’ll work on making sure our Hell-Oh Portal can get you wherever you want to go. I’ve also put the word out to other dungeoneers who might want to—”

“No!” Shador shouted, rising out of his seat. “I get my pick, brother, and you best believe I wanna hit more than one. You keep this quiet, Hardclaw, or so help me, I’ll make a mess of your guild.”

Hardclaw stiffened. “Our guild. You’re co-owner of the Scarlet Paradox now.”

Shador sat back down and seemed to sniff his Creamsicle. No eating. Only sniffing. “Gimme the last four worlds, and quick now.”

Hardclaw did as he was told, eager to be rid of the adventurer.

Necroscant was a giant cemetery world, the vast necropolis of an ancient civilization—basically a crypt that covered an entire planet. There were only two Celestial Nodes there, one a relatively weak skeletal pit that wasn’t going to draw any serious raiders. The real prize was the Grand Tomb of Anonymity, which was a sprawling underground crypt, miles long, that culminated in a fright-fest. It was currently being protected by a Ghoul King. Of course, Necroscant would be perfect for either Woody Bone Splinters or Britta Scary, since they were both undead dungeon cores.

The world of Angleria was just… strange. The Celestial Node was located on the back of an enormous moon-sized fish that swam through the galaxy with glowing fins that caught and harnessed the solar winds. It ate lesser stars and often lured unwary travelers into its enormous, spike-studded maw. Dangling above its cavernous jaws was an odd glowing appendage that acted like the sun. Impossible as it was to believe, there was a thriving settlement on the monster’s back. The residents were fish-faced folk who subsisted off the vast cosmic moss that sprouted along the beast’s scales.

Angleria had only a single dungeon, located in the back of the massive fish’s throat. It was a damp and inhospitable location, not completely underwater, but close to it. The dungeon core currently protecting the node was a Boggle-eyed Bogeyman, who had embraced the wet nature of the place.

Pallooshun was the fifth world, and it was a place of steam engines and coal smoke. Every bit of green was covered in a layer of black ash. The coal mining had removed a good deal of the mantle, and so there were vast underground cities, some living, some dead. There were six Celestial Nodes in total, which kept the world alive, even though all that pollution should’ve killed it.

Most likely, the dungeon competition would take place in the Kintookie Mines, which had several layers of mining shafts and was littered with digging machines and the corpses of workers that didn’t make it. Currently, it was being protected by a Foreman Fright—a giant dungeon guardian in overalls and huge black boots who carried a sledgehammer half again as tall as he was.

Lastly, and the most boring of all, was Eurofaux, which was a world trapped inside a feudal society. The dungeon was the typical medieval castle affair, with a nearby town that had a tavern called the Dew Drop Inn. It was cliché and uninteresting.

Mr. Shador finally slurped the last of the cream off his Creamsicle. He tossed the stick behind him right onto the floor. He didn’t even try to aim for the trash can. “Good work, brother. Now I know what I’m up against. Yeah, boy, I think you’re right. Gonna mash up that mushroom and then crack up that crystal lady, then we’ll see what’s left for the taking. Don’t care which node I get, but I’m gonna get one, all right.”

Hardclaw found Eurofaux trite, but at least it was both clean and familiar.

Mr. Lou Shador was neither. Dirty and strange, Mr. Lou Shador wasn’t about to be stopped. He was going to charge right into the semifinals of this dungeon tournament and wreak havoc left and right, leaving a string of shattered cores and raided nodes in his wake.

Then again, the worlds might change, or one of the competitors might die.

The semifinals were weeks away, and there was still so much that could happen.

Regardless, Hardclaw was confident he’d gather up a ton of loot and Apothos from Mr. Shador’s raids. The cat man would just have to hire more cleaners. Good thing he could afford it.


CHAPTER NINETEEN
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Logan’s trips to his mushroom class at Nightfall University made him grateful for the simple horrors of the Shadowcroft Academy. For example, a freshman dungeon had their core cracked in the library when a massive hammer trap smacked them in the chest. It had been in the S–T shelves, and really, most people blamed the scholar. Unironically, Madam Orry Gammy, the head librarian, always trapped her books on traps. You had to be careful.

Logan traipsed down the Stairwell of True Seeing. He paused to look in the towering mirrors that lined the stairs, and he saw his old body standing there, staring back at him with a vacant expression. Short-cropped hair, tanned skin from working outdoors, his left leg gone—taken off below the knee by an IED—improvised explosive device—attack outside of Al-Fallujah. The strangest feeling washed over him. He’d grown so comfortable in his new fungaloid body that the human in the mirror looked like a stranger. Back on Earth, he’d been an E-Class or a Deep Root Cultivator, barely more powerful than a U-Class, which had just enough Apothos to function.

In two and a half years, Logan had ascended to B-Class, Rank 4, which was an amazing feat all on its own. Most of the students and professors at Shadowcroft hadn’t expected him to even survive the first year. But he’d beat the odds and more than just survived. He had also made a ton of friends, and surprisingly enough, he counted Professor Rick and the other fungaloid dungeons in his off-world class as part of them. Sure, they weren’t the best and brightest, but they had kind hearts and a genuine desire to succeed. Why else had they attended that special class over and over?

They were looking for something. A way to be more. Be better.

Logan had been in their fungi-infested shoes once upon a time, and he knew what was possible. Which was why he’d been teaching them a few techniques to improve their cultivation, while simultaneously stressing the importance of hard work and friendship. Mostly hard work. The funky fungaloids were responding. Even Yeez Tee wasn’t storming out of the classroom as much. Yeez admitted that he wasn’t exactly darkness personified. More like the dusky light of a stormy day. That was progress, without a doubt.

Logan continued down the steps of the Stairwell of True Seeing, content with his station in life and looking forward to studying with his friends in the very dangerous library. In a handful of days, the interschool tournament officials would be releasing the list of worlds and dungeons that would be used for the semifinals. From there, the participants would have three weeks to prepare for the trial, which would take place over the first week of February.

Logan couldn’t wait.

Professor Suresh the Magnificent had finally come around and was trying to prepare Logan and his classmates for the challenge ahead. Suresh randomly took them to different dungeons around Arborea, giving them tests to complete under exacting timelines. The Rakshasa professor still favored the Ninth Circle, but without Chadrigoth around, he’d basically abandoned the First Cohort. A waste of space and effort, he said. Tet simply worked with the Terrible Twelfth while Lady Elesiel and Jimi Magmarty spent most of their time making fun of everyone else from the back of the classroom.

Good times.

Professor Suresh drove home the point of the random dungeon assignments over and over. That was the whole thing with the semifinals round—dungeon guardians walked through the BYE portal at the center of the Arena Suprema and were instantly whisked away to one of the preset Celestial Nodes. It was simply luck about who went where. But a truly talented dungeon core made their own luck—at least, according to Professor Suresh. Because Logan had no idea which world he would end up on, he needed to train and prepare for all six.

Especially because there was no telling who he would be facing off against.

It wouldn’t be Sir Brandybutter, Arfgar, Daggers McFinn, or any other of the ghostly raiders he was used to going up against in the Tartarucha Cells. No, these would be real dungeoneers, lured in from across the multiverse. An entire list of suspected dungeoneers would be published alongside the list of preset nodes, but there was no telling how things would shake out until it was all over and finished with. The interschool competition had been going on for centuries, and during that time, the judges and participants had seen just about everything.

Ideally, Logan and his friends would’ve gone over some of the potential dungeoneers they’d be facing in Professor Kobold’s class, but instead they were still watching those old Devil McClure video crystals. True, the videos did talk about a variety of “movers and shakers” in the competitive dungeoneering world, but they were about five decades out of date. There was an entire spotlight section on a dungeoneer named Tedder “Ted” Shadie, who Devil McClure insisted would change the dungeoneering guilds forever.

Except, according to every reliable source, Tedder Shadie had disappeared twenty years ago. He’d gone searching for elusive combat techniques on some far-flung world and had vanished. Of course, Marko insisted that Ted Shadie later became a masked dungeoneer by the name of Lou Shador, who was currently terrorizing dungeon guardians across the multiverse. His source? Dark Matter Multiverse Radio—which was as unreliable as sources came.

Logan was thinking about all that while he ambled through the library stacks in search of his friends. A bit of green slime dripped from the ceiling, but Logan sidestepped it out of habit before activating his Pneumacity ability and effortlessly floating over a pit of glass vipers. He rounded a corner and found the Terrible Twelfth’s normal table, tucked away in a secluded alcove well away from many of the murderous creatures that called the library home. Inga was hunched over the table, surrounded by piles of teetering books as she sifted through receipts.

A nearby window stared out into the depths of Loch Endless. A gargantuan sea monster with a serpentine neck and more tentacles than an octopus swam lazily past. A school of Fulgur fish sparkled in the darkness before disappearing down into the infinite murk.

Logan silently plopped down onto a chair across from Inga and took out his ball of twine, which had morphed into two inextricably tangled balls of increasingly dirty twine. He’d managed to get the core undone, hoping to find something magical, but no, nothing was there except more twine. Trying to manage one ball had been difficult, managing two was a living nightmare. Now, when he tried to unravel either, he had to pull one big tangle through the threads of the other big tangle.

“Hey, Inga, are Treacle and Marko going to be joining us?” Logan asked after a moment, setting the twin balls down in frustration.

Inga closed a thick tome on economics—Edmund B. Ledger’s Modernistic Money Theories and Ivory Tower Tax Axioms. The B stood for Boring. She sighed and added the thick leather tome to the stack of books beside her. “Unfortunately not. Marko and Treacle are together, indulging in their… obsessions. I’m beginning to suspect the Blue Divine Philter isn’t helping them advance.”

“Yeah, you and me both,” Logan admitted with a weary shrug. “There’s at least a thirty percent chance I’m making it incorrectly. I mean, I follow the recipe, but there are a lot of variables to consider. The bigger problem is that I’m having trouble remembering my alchemy class. You wouldn’t happen to know who teaches it, do you? I think it’s a raccoonish dungeon guardian maybe.”

“I can tell you exactly who teaches it,” she replied while idly sorting through some of the receipts. “Professor Ahrah-Koonem Gilligan.” She tapped at one list of receipts that looked like they may have been set on fire at one point. “Professor Gilligan likes to expense stuff like baking soda, moon sugar, powdered dwarf beard, amphetamine filters, and one-ounce plastic baggies. And some other things that I don’t understand, but they don’t seem at all like classroom supplies.”

“Ahrah is all right,” Logan said in a low voice. The memories were hard to pin down. There was screaming and maniacal laughter, beakers exploding into flames, black smoke obscuring the lab desks. “Sometimes he prefers Professor Ahrah. On other days he wants us to call him Professor Giggles. Sometimes just Gilligan.”

Inga’s voice seemed to be coming from far away. “Well, from what I can tell, Professor Gilligan’s guardian form is something called a Trash Panda.”

Logan hardly heard her. He was still trying to glue memories together. “Marko says he likes the smell of the fumes, but he doesn’t. And Marko hasn’t made beer. He can’t, because we’re too busy. Ahrah isn’t all right.”

Logan glanced up to see Inga organizing receipts.

She gave him a long look and shrugged. “This year has been very strange, Logan. Honestly, nothing is turning out the way I expected. Not your alchemy class, not Marko’s clown school, and certainty not our cultivation class.” She glanced down at the reams of crumpled papers and receipts, a defeated look flitting across her brow.

“You mentioned this Karate Child film. Do you really believe we are learning anything through this terrible, tedious process? You have your twine, sure, but you didn’t find anything at the core. And I am still hundreds of years behind on Shadowcroft’s taxes. I’ve checked, and there is no statute of limitations on how far back they can look. It’s maddening, Logan. Maddening.”

Logan shook away the dark memories of his alchemy class. “I have two balls of twine now, right. Two cores. That has to mean something, right?”

“I don’t know.” Inga squinted at him. “I can tell you the tax exemptions of dungeon academies and how they interact with local commerce, but that is about as useful to my cultivation as your twine. I think Rockheart couldn’t kill us, so he’s trying to drive us insane.”

“No, he believes in us,” Logan insisted. Mostly because he needed to believe that they weren’t spinning their wheels for no reason.

“He believes in you,” Inga shot back.

“The name of the movie is The Karate Kid by the way.” Logan swept one ball of twine through the loosened loop of another. “As for Marko and Treacle, all the books say that the Blue Divine Philter takes some time. They also mention that there might be some strange side effects, but in the end, it should get them to B-Class. Where are they, anyway? Or do I not want to know?”

“Undercroft Lobby bathrooms,” she said absently, as though it should be self-evident. “Marko said to meet him there so we could talk. Last I checked, Treacle is in there, crocheting. Treacle says the crocheting is helping him deal with the stomach pain he gets from sucking on the jawbreaker. Actually, Treacle is happier than he’s ever been. But really, I don’t think the little outfits he’s making for his Ugknot Calflings have any strategic use.”

Logan had just passed through the Undercroft Lobby, and he didn’t remember seeing any bathrooms. But if anyone knew the location of a hidden bathroom, it would be Marko. The satyr took his janitorial duties seriously—which itself was odd—and knew the location of every toilet on Arborea. Logan helped Inga pack up the assorted books and reams of paperwork, then followed her back through the death traps scattered throughout the library to the entrance.

Inga counted out ten paces exactly, turned right, and walked directly into the wall beside a set of large wooden doors that connected to the Codex Athenaeum. Instead of faceplanting into unforgiving stone, she disappeared in a blink. Here, then gone in a flash.

Logan nodded. “Secret door. Not sure why you’d hide a bathroom with a secret door, but then I wouldn’t put an acid trap in a library either.” He also wasn’t sure which dungeon cores had to use the bathroom in the first place.

Logan phased through the wall, like Inga had, and found himself in a tiled hallway, meticulously clean. The scent of lemon disinfectant loitered in the air.

Echoing off the tiled walls was the voice of the Dark Matter Multiverse Radio personality, Emerick “The Warning Bell” Bellsman. “It’s pretty clear that Skip Shadowcroft—if that even is his real name—isn’t a Treowen Guardian Form. He’s actually a Carnivorous Privet Bush. I’ve gotten reports of him eating the Treegees that work for him, which also makes him a cannibal. Why is no one stopping him?

“Well, I’ll tell you. No one is stopping his cannibalistic delights because the entire Council of Dungeons are actually extra-dimensional time-traveling aliens called the Zeta Ridiculans, and they are here to siphon Apothos from the Tree of Souls. Not that this is news to any of my long-time listeners. I’ve been saying for decades that the Council is using the dungeon academies to do its dark bidding.”

Inga’s voice followed. “Please, Marko, you have got to turn that off. It’s just lies. Shadowcroft is a Treowen. And the Council of Dungeons are just dungeon cores. I know you want to believe there is some grand conspiracy, but I’ve seen the tax receipts. The numbers don’t lie. There’s no conspiracy afoot, unless it’s Rockheart’s grand scheme to write off socks as a business expense. Which they aren’t.”

“Say what you will, but the Warning Bell knows what’s up, Inga,” Marko protested. “Emerick Bellsman is putting himself at great personal risk to expose the dangerous cabal of liars, cheats, cannibals, and murderers.”

All the while, the Warning Bell kept on chattering, but his voice was getting lower and lower. “Of course, the Council of Dungeons have been in the pocket of the Spore Lords since they first began. Really, this all goes back to the Spore Lords, who are working with the Zeta Ridiculans to take over all of reality. And guess what? The Spore Lords actually started out as…”

By that time, the Warning Bell’s voice had faded, becoming too soft to hear.

The hallway let out into a typical bathroom with stalls on the right and sinks on the left. Treacle was leaning against one wall, with crocheting needles and yards of yarn coming out of his back. As he worked, a variety of mechanical creations scuttled along his arms, ferrying the finished product into a compartment in the minotaur’s belly. His AFS dungeon core gem gleamed brightly. Except now there was a little ring of orange, yellow, and brown yarn around it like a tea cozy.

Marko wore a gray janitorial jumpsuit and was resting his forearms against a dingy cart covered with a wide array of spray bottles, brushes, and rags. In the center of the cleaning supplies was a brilliant blue gem the size of a baseball—a standard audio crystal. Poking out of Marko’s back pocket was the DMMR tuning fork. He took it and smacked it against the side of a stall. The fork buzzed and the audio crystal blared with new life.

“Hey, Warning Bell, long-time listener, first-time caller. I want to know why you’re not talking about Lou Shador and his Glow Brigade. They’re the real threat. I know, some people think they’re just dungeoneers, but this is bigger than that. Way bigger, you know what I mean? They’re part of the Deep Dark, which has infiltrated the Council of Dungeons. The Deep Dark controls everything, man. Everything. I bet you didn’t know that there are actual dungeoneers working inside the Council of Dungeons? They say they’re accountants, but it goes beyond that. Some say this Lou Shador is—”

Inga reached out to silence the tuning fork. Without its reverberations, the entire bathroom fell quiet.

Treacle let out a bovine sigh. “Thank the licorice goddess. That was growing tiresome.”

“Tiresomely awesome,” Marko pouted. “Guys, the Blue Divine Philter may not have opened my core, but it has opened my eyes.” He tapped his forehead. “My third eye, to be exact. How can you not see the truth in what these guys are saying?” Marko’s cart had a mop bucket attached, and he grabbed a mop and started idly cleaning the already spotless bathroom.

Inga shot Logan a concerned look. “Fascinating, truly. But you’ve been so busy talking about the Warning Bell that you’ve hardly mentioned clown school,” she said, effortlessly diverting Marko’s attention to the only thing that could rival his love for conspiracy theories. Clown school. “Have you made any progress with your… What was it called, Mimestry?”

“I am excelling at clown college,” he said smugly, “although I will admit that my Mimestry could still use a little work. But my professor, Nick Nicklewise—of Nick Nicklewise’s Clown College and Traveling Variety Dungeon of Terrific Techniques—says I’m a natural. One of the best he’s ever seen. And between us, he’s seen them all. Mikey the Maleficent. The Black Jester. Bozo the Butcher. Sooie the Sewage Jester.

“Plus, I’m really enjoying Saudrian’s campus. It’s tucked away inside this old office building with a fantastic brick basement. Bats in the attic. Lots of stained or missing ceiling tiles. Not a lot of frills, but it has character for days. I’ve jammed a little with the headmaster, Vos Mynih—now there’s a squid with rhythm. I’ve also hung out with Lorena Quartz a bit, and she’s super excited to be competing in the semifinals. She drinks tea. Why does tea smell better than it tastes?”

Logan didn’t have an answer, but he was glad not to be talking about DMMR conspiracies. “What have you learned so far?”

Marko leaned on his mop like every janitor ever. “Juggling. So much juggling. Believe it or not, but Professor Nicklewise is actually a master of gravity magic—he has this shtick where he can make anything float. He’s all like, ‘Down here, we get all float-y’—creepy stuff. Very atmospheric. Turns out, it’s all just advanced juggling. Thanks to him, I can juggle literally anything. Three pianos at one time? No problem. Yesterday, I juggled six chain-smoking zebras.”

“Why were they smoking?” Inga asked, taken aback.

Marko sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. “See, this is why you couldn’t make it in Clown College. Because you fundamentally don’t get comedy, Inga. The important thing is that I do, and I’ve incorporated my new juggling routine into my Nataraja’s Wretched Rhythm and the Dumbshow of Burguk. Remember. Mime is money. Love the juggling. If I ever rank up, I want to get some exploding dummy heads. Or, as Professor Nicklewise calls it, Optimizing Mallus Apothos, or OMA. You capture the kinetic energy and release it all at once. Cool explosions follow.”

Treacle’s crochet needles clicked. “Capture the power. Hold it deep inside of you. Release the kraken.” He paused. “I am very much in favor of OMA theory.” He then noisily regurgitated some cud and began to chew it vigorously.

Inga’s mouth fell open. “Treacle! Why are you chewing cud? What about your jawbreaker?”

“Stomach burning me. Sorrows of a winter day. Chewing cud soothes me.” Treacle kept on clicking his needles.

Logan felt bad for the minotaur, but Marko’s clown college class sounded legitimately impressive. It was also clear that Professor Nicklewise borrowed from a certain well-known Earth author, but Logan didn’t want to burst Marko’s bubble. “It sounds like a real class.”

Marko rolled his eyes. “Of course it’s a real class. Unlike this toilet cleaning business. You know, everyone bags on Saudrian’s because they’re a little strange and underfunded, but I’m literally taking a class at Shadowcroft that has me scrubbing toilets. I’m pretty sure if I hadn’t found DMMR and EWB, I’d be completely insane right now.”

Logan had to do a little acronyming. Dark Matter Multiverse Radio and Emerick “The Warning Bell” Bellsman.

Marko choked out a laugh. “You better believe they want us all crazy. So they can control us.”

“Who are they?” Inga asked, clearly exasperated.

The goat man nodded knowingly. “Them.” After a dramatic pause, he went back to mopping. “Anyway, the juggling is fun, and there’s more pies than you’d think, which are delicious if a little painful. Eventually, when we’re ready, Professor Nicklewise will teach us that old ‘smell my flower’ bit. Acid daisy on the lapel. It’s gonna be awesome. Also, Nicklewise is trying to find a carriage for the clown carriage trick. We’ll pack ourselves into an extra-dimensional space inside a carriage, and we’ll go careening around the parking lot of the school and then pile out, one after another, just a ton of clowns all scattered about. It’s going to be epic.”

They chatted more as Marko finished up, while Logan worked on his twine. He wanted to defend Rockheart’s decision to give them such odd tasks to improve their cultivation, but it seemed less and less like a Karate Kid situation and more like plain old torture.

They’d just left the secret bathroom outside the library when Tet came rushing down the Hallway of True Seeing. “Logan! They’re going to release the six locations of the semifinals early as well as the possible raiders you might be facing. There’s a great many people up in the Golden Serpent Hall talking about it!”

Logan couldn’t believe it. He couldn’t wait to see what he and Inga might have to work with. He put away his twine in his Ring of Pockets, and they all dashed up the steps.


CHAPTER TWENTY
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Most of the school seemed to be packed into the Golden Serpent Hall, which doubled as both the place for assemblies and the main dining area. Tet sat with them at their usual spot near the back of the great room. Up near the front, on the dais, Shadowcroft was conferring in hushed whispers with Suresh the Magnificent and several other professors.

Everyone was shivering with excitement.

Even Tet, who generally had a cat woman’s cool demeanor, was excited. “I guess there was a security breach and the information leaked out ahead of schedule. That could be worrying if the wrong dungeoneers found out about it.” She paused and cast a wary look to either side. “You don’t think there’s a spy, do you?”

“Oh, you have no idea, Tet.” Marko had shed his janitorial grays and was back in his jaunty vest and jeweled coat. “There are so many spies working for both the Spore Lords and the Zeta Ridiculans. Even I might be a spy. The Deep Dark has its agents everywhere. Fingers in every pie, if you will. And if I’ve learned anything in Clown College, it is that there are a lot of pies.”

The cat woman’s ears twitched in annoyance. With a vague look of disgust on her face, she kept on talking. “Anyway, the interschool tournament officials have let all the schools make the announcement.” She turned to Inga. “And speaking of interschool happenings, how are you enjoying your Cosmic Etymology class?”

Inga smiled. “I’m glad to say that, at least, is living up to my expectations. It’s absolutely fascinating. Did you know that there’s a species of desert worm that moves through the sands of Abbakus? They are very mathematically minded and easily larger than the Dread Kraken that lives in Loch Endless.” She gestured out the window toward the placid lake. “Their movement draws large quantities of Fulgur Apothos from nearby Celestial Nodes, which the worms then eat. Some dungeon cores have been able to harness that energy to protect their inner sanctums. We’ve also been studying gigantism in Armadillidium Vulgare, also known as roly-polies or your common pill bug. The armoring is notable.”

At the mention of armor, Treacle’s ears flicked in interest. “I’ll confess, I would like to see what type of armor they use. We’ve been learning to draw inspiration from nature’s many assorted monsters in my Mercy of Manifesting Armor class. Professor Donald Crucible is a very nature-minded sort, which is not at all what I was expecting. He also happens to be a pacifist, which is a bit odd for a dungeon guardian.”

Logan tilted his head. “What? Like he doesn’t believe in killing dungeoneers?”

“Yarp.” Treacle’s spider-like creations helped him get out his crocheting stuff, and he was soon clicking again. “Professor Donald thinks that with enough armor, you don’t need to kill raiders. He thinks they can be changed. There is some truth to the nonsense that Marko listens to. There are actual dungeoneers working as accountants at the Department of Universal Dungeon Efficiency. Though, to my mind, that just proves some raiders aren’t completely evil, not that the Council is controlled by the Deep Dark.”

Marko raised his furry hands. “Whoa, whoa, whoa, wait up. ‘Nonsense’ is pretty harsh. And then you say that the Warning Bell is right about something. Not nonsense. In the end, we need to really understand where the Apothos comes from. I know you all think it’s the Tree of Souls, but that’s only one theory.”

Treacle sighed. “It’s where Apothos comes from. The theory has been proven.”

“But what if this is all a simulation?” Marko asked.

Tet grimaced. “He’s deep into it, isn’t he?”

“Very deep,” Inga agreed. “But enough of Marko’s utter rubbish. Please, Treacle, tell us more about your armor class. I certainly wouldn’t consider myself a pacifist, but alternative battle strategies are very interesting, especially since armored defense does play such a large role within the world of Cosmic Etymology.”

The minotaur shrugged. “Not much to tell, really. The name says it all. But I am hoping I can combine what I’m learning in my Runic Haiku class with Professor Donald’s class. One mystery has been solved. I know why our Professor Crucible has trouble with his brother. They are polar opposites.”

Inga nodded. “Professor Crucible at times can be unpleasant and difficult, but he’s been crafting me filing cabinets for the headmaster’s office. Archiving Shadowcroft’s papers has been interesting.”

Marko snorted in disgust. “If that’s even his real name. The papers probably aren’t made of paper.”

“They are too,” Inga said. “Working with the headmaster has been fine, but between his Crystal Terpsichorean and his Rosaceae Flysnag, it’s a toxic work environment. The Crystal Terpsichorean likes to hide things from me—usually the very thing I’m looking for—and then there’s the scratches I get from his Rosaceae Flysnag. Her rose thorns are so sharp!”

Logan knew about the scratches. He’d used his Kurrybooboos to heal Inga on more than one occasion.

Marko snapped his fingers. “There’s your spies right there. That crystal dancer can’t be trusted.”

Before the goat man could devolve further, Shadowcroft stood at the podium and raised his hands for silence.

“Attention, everyone. Since we are all gathered here, I have several announcements before we get to the locations of the semifinals. Firstly, I would like to once again congratulate Logan Murray and the assorted members of the Terrible Twelfth. In his own unique way, Professor Suresh has extolled your virtues and told me how hard you have been training. I think I can speak for everyone when I say that we are all excited to see what wonderful things you shall accomplish. Secondly, as most of you are aware, Chadrigoth Nobleblade still hasn’t ascended yet, but I would like people to stop drawing fake moustaches on him in permanent marker. The graffiti is shocking.”

Lady Elesiel and Jimi Magmarty snickered.

Shadowcroft frowned at them, while Rockheart outright glowered. The pair would get a good talking to after the assembly, Logan had no doubt.

Shadowcroft cleared his throat and continued. “Now, before we see the six locations of the semifinals, let us take a quick gander at our leaderboard, shall we?” Light shined out of Shadowcroft’s core gem, displaying the leaderboard over their heads.

The Crystal Tiger = 1400

The Onyx Tortoise = 1399

The Vermilion Phoenix = 1125

The Azure Dragon = 1064

Logan winced. Last place. If Chadrigoth broke out of his iron cocoon before the end of the year, that could really change things, but right now it was looking rather bleak. The other clans’ scores were higher, and a lot of that was thanks to some of Suresh’s students doing really well. And then there was the triumph of the Backstories.

Marko pointed at the board. “See. Look at the Azure Dragon Clan’s score. Six plus four equals ten. That’s not an accident.”

“You’re right,” Tet muttered, “it’s called math.”

“Is the Blue Divine Philter doing anything?” Logan asked. “If not, I think you should cut back. You weren’t like this before you started drinking it.”

“Like what?” Marko seemed genuinely confused by the question.

Suresh the Magnificent smiled smugly. While no one from the Ninth Circle had gone on to the semifinals, he loved that his clan was in the lead.

Shadowcroft quieted down the murmuring with another raised hand. “Yes, yes, many dungeon guardians are doing very well this year. But now, let’s talk about what we’re really here for. Our very own Logan and Inga will have their work cut out for them in the upcoming bout. The choices this year are unique, and I would like to personally thank the following faculty for helping locate the dungeons—Professor Darnol Zeggenerschwar, Professor Arketa the Hellgazer, and the rector prime, Yullis Rockheart.”

All three stood to a polite smattering of applause.

One conspiracy theory that was fairly innocuous was that Rockheart and Arketa had used the trips to scout out locations for their honeymoon. Were there wedding plans? Not even Emerick “The Warning Bell” Bellsman knew.

As for Professor Darnol, he traveled everywhere and took his cultivation class with him. That was another reason the leaderboard scores were so high. Darnol had his students advancing by leaps and bounds. The exotic locations and the beautiful scenery had helped everyone unlock hidden potential. Everyone except the members of the Terrible Twelfth.

Logan thought about taking out his twine, but he simply didn’t have the heart. Besides, he had something else to focus on now.

“Suresh, would you like to do the honors?” Shadowcroft asked.

The tiger-headed man nodded. “It should be me. I’m the one teaching the tournament class, aren’t I?”

Marko nodded in approval. “Such an alpha move. I love that confidence.”

Suresh sauntered to the podium and cast out images of the six worlds in quick succession, talking about the benefits and the drawbacks of each.

Logan and Inga exchanged nervous glances. This was it. The moment they’d been waiting for. Yes, it was an honor to be in the tournament, but still, it was going to be dangerous. Any dungeoneer, of any level, might show up to try to destroy the Celestial Node. Just like in real life.

Shadowcroft and the rest of the tournament organizers walked a fine line in luring raiders in. They couldn’t attract too much attention from the guilds, or else the really powerful dungeoneers would swoop in and annihilate the student dungeon cores. At the same time, the raiders had to be powerful enough to add some excitement to the competition.

For the first time ever, Marko was paying close enough attention to summarize the dungeon locations.

“Okay, Sucrosia is the candy world. Does sugar rot? Not sure.

“Twilittia is a gloomy world full of shadow creatures? What’s the difference between a ghost and a shadow creature? Shadow creatures poop. I know that for a fact.”

“Don’t elaborate,” Logan hissed.

Marko kept on with the commentary as Suresh talked about each of the worlds. “Necroscant is the cemetery world. Pretty straightforward.

“Angleria is the dungeon inside a giant fish’s mouth. Totally unrelated side note, but ‘Fish Mouth Dungeon’ would be a good band name.

“Pallooshun. Smoke. Ash. Big cities. Deep sewers. And the Kintookie Mines. I could work wonders with a space like that—set up a series of interrelated scenes depicting slave wages, terrible bosses, abuses of power, labor unions, cave-ins, and ghosts. I’d make it a musical since there are, strangely enough, a lot of songs about mines and mining.

“Eurofaux. Typical boring dungeon. Rock and yawning, but that becomes the tabula rasa, a blank slate for bug and mushroom fun.” Marko nodded. “Six dungeons. You’d want Necroscant or Angleria.”

Suresh cleared his throat. “Those are the six locations. Now, for the possible dungeoneering parties that may or may not find the various nodes. We’ve narrowed it down to a possible seven teams. We have prepared a brief summary of each. Keep in mind, the semifinalists may or may not be facing these raiders. We have no way of knowing who might stumble upon the dungeons. We’ve done our best to keep the more powerful guilds from knowing about the competition while luring in moderately powerful freelancers. Based on our best efforts, we have the seven average raiding parties on deck.”

Logan felt a shiver run through him. At first. But when he started seeing what he and Inga were up against, he felt strangely confident. And a little baffled. Some of the teams were… bizarre.

First up was the Berserker Gnomes. Suresh used his dungeon core to flash two pictures, both blurry, of a tall man in a trench coat. Protruding from the coat were five evil-faced gnomes with various haircut and beard configurations.

Five gnomes in a trench coat? Surely that couldn’t be a thing.

But according to Suresh’s brief that was exactly what they were up against. This crew was essentially the Voltron of evil, dungeon-pillaging gnomes. They could pile on top of one another, creating their ultimate trench coat form, and when not stacked five high, they fought as a pack of knee-high berserking maniacs. Gummy, Gammy, Jimmy, Fruity, and Snickers. Together, those vicious gnomes were a well-oiled rage machine.

Treacle squinted. “I knew a Gummy growing up. He had anger issues. Bet it’s the same. I do still wonder that Sucrosia is an actual place. Gnome dentists referred to it as a place of eternal torment. Bet that’s the same place as well.”

Marko was about to spout off something, but Inga stopped him. “Shush. I’m writing down the names of the teams.”

Next up was the Ultimate Norms. A menacing team of adventurers appeared on the conjured display at the front of the hall. They were a tough-looking crew, their faces contorted into grimaces. They wore a wide array of armors and wielded a variety of powerful weapons—enchanted swords, epic battle-axes, a chained kusarigama. There was one notable exception. A paunchy, balding guy in a bowling shirt. He also happened to carry a pearlescent, glowing bowling ball.

Professor Suresh pointed. “Norma, Norm Norm, Norman, other Norman, Nom Norm, and Bowling Norm. Be careful of that last fellow. He is their cleric and wields the fearsome Bonecrusher. It’s a magical bowling ball that always finds its strike. He was one of the original members of the Holy Bowlers. There is some tension there, since the Holy Bowlers are the third team we are luring in.”

Naturally, the next image showcased a team of humans in bowling shoes and matching padded armor, guiled to look like bowling shirts. A big chunky held a flail with three huge bowling balls connected to a handle. One of the Holy Bowlers wore a cloak covering his face. The center figure was a thin man whose right hand had been entirely replaced by a bowling ball.

Suresh pointed. “That’s their leader, Roy Munson. He lost his hand in a terrible bowling related incident, but instead of bowing out of the dungeoneering game, he replaced the limb with the divine bowling ball of Sisyphus. He is both a fearsome warrior and a man of keen wit. The one in the cloak is the Mysterious Striker. Then there’s Seven Ten, the Alleyway Avenger, and the dreaded Kerabatsos. They are all worshipers of the god of the Ten Pins, and they are the most powerful of the teams we’ve found. A good portion of them are Azure Branch cultivators. B-class clerics of the highest order.”

Logan turned to Marko. “So there’s bowling in the Ashvattha multiverse?”

“And miniature golf,” the satyr said. “Pastimes that are pure fun. If you’re in middle school...”

Inga was taking notes furiously with three of her four hands. She shook her head, which made her antennae flop around. “We should’ve covered this in our dungeoneering class and not simply watched those Devil McClure films. They are so outdated.”

Professor Suresh flashed the next image. “These are the Fighting Gyarus, a team of women bent on sucking reality dry of Apothos. Unlike many dungeoneers, they know exactly what they are doing, and they simply don’t care.”

The Fighting Gyarus were hard-faced women in what could only be described as Japanese schoolgirl uniforms, along with some chain mail thrown in for good measure. One of the women, however, was in a strange combination of an American cheerleader uniform and plate mail. She had big pink pompoms, studded with spikes.

Suresh gestured. “That’s Cindy Killshot, and those are her Poms of Insanity. They focus her magic with deadly results.”

The image shifted to the cheerleader throwing deadly pink missiles and destroying a Swamp Dragon’s dungeon core while the evil Fighting Gyarus grinned and cheered.

Marko sat there blinking, utterly dumbfounded. “You’ll never believe this, but I’ve had very specific dreams of being killed by a group of women who look exactly like that. I mean, exactly. Pretty sure it’s prophetic. Although I don’t mind—if you have to die, there are definitely worse ways to go.”

Logan rolled his eyes and slung an arm around Marko’s shoulder. “Never. I’d never let murderous schoolgirls kill you.”

“No, please,” Marko said weakly. “Let them.”

Suresh must’ve noticed the desire in the dungeon satyr’s eye, because the professor moved on abruptly. “And now we come to Breaking Bard.”

The next picture was a group of skinny, pasty ruffians with their arms crossed. Musical instruments hung off ratty leather armor with a steel pauldron here and there, which seemed more about fashion than protection. They were just a few missed haircuts from looking like a metal band. There didn’t seem to be a warrior among them, except maybe some chubby guy who was wearing a shirt of daggers and holding a guitar.

Suresh singled him out in particular. “That’s Todd Mars, good with a knife and even better at ear-bleeding guitar solos. Breaking Bard is a team of thieving, rogueing, loansharking bards. Mr. Murray, they know about you, and they want your mushrooms. Todd likes knives, a great deal, but he also likes to use his guitar to crack dungeon cores with licks both catchy and dangerous. He’s joined by Vince Pinkbottom, Nikki Whiteman, Tommy Lee Ehrmantraut, and the notorious Mick Fring. They aren’t the most motivated of dungeoneers, but what they lack in motivation, they make up for in magic items. They have a variety of rings, bracelets, and musical instruments that allow them to heal, find traps, and avoid local law enforcement.”

Marko had a silly grin on his face. “Gotta be honest, I kinda love them. While I’ll never go rogue—Ji-Soo would kill me dead if I did—if I did go dark side, I would totally join up with them. My lute would fit right in.” His face darkened. “I’d make it fit.”

“We have two left,” Professor Suresh said. “Next up, the Cat’s Meow.”

He flashed a picture that looked a lot like a ThunderCats promo, circa 1987, but in real life and not animated. It was a collection of cat men raiders from Kitterxob, all holding medieval weapons.

Suresh’s eyes narrowed. “This is another powerful group of raiders, and while some have accused me of being from Kitterxob, I am a Rakshasa, not a Ferox. Notice my clearly mannish hands.” He lifted them up, showing them off. Logan was pretty sure he’d recently had a manicure. “Now that I think about it, the Cat’s Meow might be the most powerful group of raiders here—even more adept than the Holy Bowlers, if not for the fact that they can’t get along. There is no single leader to corral their baser instincts. They can’t even pick a name. For a time, they were the LightningCats, then they were the Cat’s Pajamas, and on some worlds they still are. At the moment, for our purposes, we’ll refer to them as the Cat’s Meow.”

Suresh then showed the last of the possible raiding teams. “Finally, we have Lupine Fury. They are a raiding team of shapeshifters, but oddly enough, none of them are actual werewolves. Nor do we think there were ever werewolves in the party. Our working hypothesis is that they don’t actually know what the word ‘lupine’ means. Vocabulary isn’t their strong point. Cracking dungeon cores and stealing Apothos is.”

Suresh showed them side-by-side images of the shifters in their human form and then in their hybrid form.

You had the turtle man tank.

There was a porcupine archer.

A crow girl rogue.

A skunk woman wizard.

And a huge bear wearing a silver helmet. Unlike the others, the bear didn’t look like a half-human, half-animal hybrid. It simply looked like an enormous bear in a helmet, though it did have gleaming silver claws on both its hands and its feet.

Suresh nodded. “We have precious little information about the Lupine Fury, though it seems that the werebear is the leader. However, there are rumors that the silver helmet is cursed and slowly driving the great ursine beast mad. There are also reports that the non-mammalian shifters aren’t integrating very well with the rest of the members of their party. The entire group is bloodthirsty, though, and while they might look adorable in their animal forms, they will kill you if given the chance.”

Suresh flashed the last image, of a skeleton king, lost in a fog of yellow-green smoke, full of porcupine quill arrows, having his dungeon core gem shattered by the bear’s gleaming silver claws.

“That picture was taken not but a week ago. The dungeon guardian was Ozzie Ossified. And he is no more. The Celestial Node on Gamma Hybro Six is also no more, and, as a result, the entire Gamma World is withering on the branch.

“It is a sobering reminder of the kind of evil we are fighting against.” Suresh’s gem dimmed. “What we do here is important, people. Never forget that. While I am petty and have my favorites, I am forever vigilant when it comes to the health of the Tree of Souls.”

Logan glanced down at the list of possible raiders. Berserker Gnomes. The Fighting Gyarus, which included a world-ravaging cheerleader with deadly pom-poms. The Ultimate Norms. The Holy Bowlers. Breaking Bard. The Cat’s Meow, and lastly, Lupine Fury.

Who would Logan and Inga end up fighting?

Suresh ended his lecture by pointing at the Terrible Twelfth’s table. “And so, Logan Murray and Inga Thosa Therian, we have a lot to do to prepare you for the semifinals. I’ll expect you and the rest of the tournament class to show up early tomorrow. We still have three weeks before the event, but I want you two fully prepared. However, if something unfortunate happened to you in that time, it wouldn’t be the end of the world. We still have Fractilla. This would be her chance to shine.”

Fractilla the ice imp winced and gave Logan a look that said, I’m so sorry our teacher is wishing death upon you and your friends.

Logan hardly noticed. That was just part of life at Shadowcroft Academy.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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The next three weeks blazed by in a blur of long days, sleepless nights, and early mornings spent training under the unwavering gaze of Rockheart and Suresh the Magnificent. Logan and the Terrible Twelfth drilled, studied, and cultivated for hours at a time, while also learning everything they could about each of the six different worlds. The entire process was like drinking from a firehose. A firehose that blasted out an unrelenting string of fire ants right into your face.

As he stood in the Arena Suprema press room, Logan was honestly relieved that the training was over, and the tournament was finally here. Whatever happened on whatever world he was randomly assigned couldn’t possibly be as bad as what Rockheart and Suresh had been able to concoct. Now, there was only one final obstacle to overcome before the semifinals were officially underway, but boy oh boy was it a doozy.

An official press interview, which wouldn’t have been so bad if not for the fact that Inga had a terrible case of stage fright.

Logan’s and Inga’s interview for The Daily Node was being done by Benji Slaphero, who was the magazine’s star reporter. Benji was a Greater Ooze Grub, and his dungeon core gem was a fist-sized emerald that sat right in the middle of his expansive drippy belly. Benji reminded Logan of Jabba the Hut, if Jabba the Hut were made of an army of toxic slugs that left horrible trails of sludge all across the floor. Rumor had it Benji had done some actual dungeon work a few centuries earlier, though Marko was pretty sure that it was all ruse to get some legitimacy.

The Warning Bell had a done a whole episode on how Benji was working for the Zeta Ridiculans. Logan didn’t think so. He did think that Benji knew how to write a good story that sold. The Daily Node was far more tabloid than other respectable periodicals, like the Dungeon Core Quarterly or Monster’s Weekly. Even Council Public Radio was better. They had some cheesy line about CPR really getting your heart started in the morning. CPR also had a tuning fork and audio crystal combo listeners could purchase.

Logan and Inga had talked with them all.

Every interview was the same. Inga would freeze up and not say a word. And Logan would talk way too long and say way too much. It was too late for Marko to take over their PR. Especially since he was hanging out with Suresh the Magnificent and some professors and faculty from Nightfall University in the party hall. The last time Logan had seen them, Professor Rick was there as well, with bean dip smeared across the front of his yellow suit. Poor Rick.

One good thing was that his entire fungaloid class had come to cheer Logan on. Currently, they were on Viewing Deck #6, overlooking the Arena Suprema fields, which were full of vendors selling a whole slew of things, from tinctures to silverware to balls of twine. There was chatter in the media that Logan Murray’s secret cultivation technique involved balls of twine, so those had become the next big thing. Everyone was selling balls of twine and using balls of twine. There was even a book that had come out called The Tao of Twine. People were praising it as the most revolutionary cultivation technique of the century.

It seemed twine could help everyone but Logan.

At the center of the marketplace was the huge branch of the Tree of Souls, the BYE Portal that would whisk the competitors away to their randomly assigned dungeons.

On the sides of the arena were enormous, IMAX-sized video crystals that would broadcast every aspect of the semifinals once they started. For a full week—Sunday to Sunday—the entire arena would be packed and captivated by the interschool tournament.

Logan wished it would just start already. It was Saturday night—another seventeen hours until showtime. In less than a day, he and Inga would walk through the BYE portal and arrive at their Celestial Node.

There was no telling when the dungeoneers might hit. It might be that very day, or it might be later in the week. The longer it took, the more likely a powerful group of raiders would show up because the Council of Dungeons would be feeding the guilds information. Or the spies would.

Marko insisted that spies had already told the guilds everything. It was part of the Zeta Ridiculans’ master plan to wipe out all dungeons, thus destroying the Tree of Souls so they could take over as the new cosmic power. All would bow before their gray rage.

At this point, it was best if Marko didn’t talk to the media, even though his piece in Monsters Weekly had been a hit. The picture of him standing in front of his logo for Trix/Terrible had been tasteful. People were still talking about how weird his dungeon had been.

At this point, Logan prayed Benji Slaphero wouldn’t ask about Marko. Every other news outlet had, and it was hard not to sound absolutely insane when talking about the goat man.

“Mr. Murray,” Benji said, readjusting his grip on his pencil and notepad, “some say you don’t deserve to be here. What do you say to your detractors?”

Inga didn’t know where to put her four hands, so one rubbed her chin meditatively. Two were behind her back. The last one waved awkwardly. “Hi, Professor Bart!”

Logan reached over and lowered her hands for her. “Uh, that’s Professor Bartholomew Nekhbet,” Logan said, nodding toward the odd vulture man. “He’s her favorite professor at Shadowcroft.”

Inga turned the color of a vine-ripened tomato, a very embarrassed tomato.

Logan realized his mistake. “He’s a beloved professor. I mean, Inga likes a lot of professors. She’s very good at school. We work well together. I mean, I’ve only created a Symbiotic Bond with a few other dungeon cores, and she’s one. Tet-Akhat is another one. But me and Tet are just friends. There was Melvin, who thought there was this romantic triangle, but there wasn’t—”

Benji licked his pencil and wrote in his notebook. “Romantic triangle. You, the Astral Moth, and the Feline Sandmaster from the Coptic Champions? Got it. But your love life is one thing, Logan, and your ability to win the interschool tournament is another. You didn’t even score a 97% in the Crucible. Yet here you are. Some people say you’re cheating by including Inga.”

“I’m Inga Thosa Therian,” she burst out. Then she stood there looking pale and terrified.

Logan wanted to go back and drop that whole love triangle thing. But then Benji might ask about Melvin, which wouldn’t be good. At all. Best to try and keep the questions on the topic of the tournament.

“Uh, Benji,” Logan started. “Mr. Slaphero. I had my doubts, but Chadrigoth Nobleblade didn’t. He stepped down because he believed that Inga and I have the best possible chance of winning this competition, and I agree with him. We’re both Azure Branch Cultivators, and working together, there is nothing we can’t accomplish. I mean, we fought one of our professors our freshman year and won. And our sophomore year, we stopped an ancient evil.”

“Oh really?” Benji wrote so furiously, he was shedding green sludgy grubs like entomological rain. “What ancient evil would that be?”

“Nothing!” Logan nearly shouted. He couldn’t sweat as a mushroom man, but heavens, he was trying. “Nothing strange with mannequins ever happened, Benji. Let’s stick to the competition. We’re going to be awesome, as long as we don’t get Sucrosia, Twilittia, or Pallooshun. I mean, we could make Pallooshun work, and Eurofaux wouldn’t be bad, I guess, but really we’re hoping for either Necroscant or Angleria. We love rot. I love rot. Inga loves bugs.”

“So she eats her own bugs? Are they a delicacy?

Inga blinked her big glowing eyes. “What? No. Logan. He has delicious mushrooms, and narcotics.”

Benji kept writing. “Mushroom guy sells drugs.”

“That’s not…” Logan started to say. “I mean, I can make all sorts of fungi, but I don’t sell anything. Definitely not drugs. I use my various mushrooms as lures. My alchemy teacher might be a giant raccoon who sells narcotics, but I don’t know.”

Benji chuckled. “Oh, we know all about Professor Ahrah-Koonem Gilligan. Ahrah is all right. We heard the fumes from his experiments remove most of your memories. Can you confirm that for our many readers?”

Logan didn’t know how to answer. He didn’t want to say another word. This whole interview had been terrible.

But Benji wasn’t done. “Do you have any words for Wintersylver?” he asked, quickly changing tack to keep them on their toes. “She’s the favored, and it’s a straight one-to-one bet. You’ve slipped down to five-to-one odds. Don’t feel too bad. Lorena Quartz is ten-to one. Have you made any bets yourself? It’s not illegal, you know.”

“No, uh, I don’t have money, I don’t think.” Logan tried to remember. “Gold pieces, maybe. Inga, do we have gold?”

Inga waved. “Hi, Professor Bart.”

Benji rolled his beady little grubby eyes. “We’ve covered that already.”

Treacle trundled over after seeing Inga’s frantic waving, but instead of his normal big steampunk coat, he was wearing a cloak he’d crocheted himself. It was brown, black, and gold, and it didn’t quite work. The minotaur was carrying his grubby jawbreaker, which oozed almost as much as Benji. He’d lick it every once in a while and grimace. Logan thought he was a trooper to even try at this point.

Benji glanced over at the big minotaur nervously, but then gestured with his pencil. “Who is this Melvin you mentioned?”

The minotaur saved them. “Logan, Inga, I hate to interrupt, but you have some waivers to sign, and some fans to talk to. Everyone loves you. Of course they should. Because you two are clearly going to win.”

“Oh, and who are you?” Benji Slaphero asked.

“Treacle Glimmerhappy.” Treacle shoved the jawbreaker into the Ooze Grub’s face. “Would you like a lick?”

“No. Not at all.” The Ooze Grub was a little taken aback. Understandable since there was a great deal of hair on the candy.

“Are you sure?” Treacle grew a few inches, thanks to some hydraulics in his legs. He loomed. There was a great deal of looming.

“Very sure.” Benji gulped. “I think I got everything I need.” The Ooze Grub gave them one last weighing look, then shook his head and went sliding away to call after Britta Scary, the Laughing Lich from Plaguebringer College. It was well known that she was confident that she could handle any of the dungeons, and if she didn’t get Necroscant, she wouldn’t even care.

Marko had some great ideas about how a ghostly rock candy cave might be really frightening. Then again, the Laughing Lich would do well in any of the Celestial Nodes, except maybe for the fish mouth dungeon, though that would be a stretch for any of them, especially Woody Bone Splinters and Lorena Quartz. Everyone knew Lorena Quartz wanted Twilittia. Crystals and sand were natural companions.

Inga fell against Treacle. “Thank you so much for saving us.”

Treacle stuck the hairy jawbreaker in his mouth so he could pat the Astral Moth’s back.

Inga finally found the strength to stand on her own two feet. “Well, Benji was the last of them. If I never get interviewed again, it will be too soon.”

“Amen to that,” Logan agreed with a nod. “Do you want to come and meet my fungaloid friends from my class? We were going to check out the arena market before bed.”

Inga wrung her hands. All four of them. “I’d like to meet them, but we’re not going to the party tonight, right? I don’t want to dance. I want to sleep, maybe do some tax prep, but mostly, I want this night to be over. I wish we knew which dungeon we’d get.”

Logan patted her arms, at least two of them anyway. “Inga, we’re going to be fine. We’ve trained for this. And if they throw us a curveball, we’ll do what we always do.”

“Pretend we know what we’re doing and hope for the best?” she replied sheepishly.

“We’ll improvise, adapt, and overcome,” he said, radiating confidence that he didn’t necessarily feel. “We’ve been triumphant before even in the face of impossible odds, and we’ll be triumphant again, believe you me.”

Inga nodded hesitantly. “Do you really think so?”

Logan turned to Treacle. “She’s not going to believe it coming from me, so how about it, Treac, do you think we have what it takes to win?”

The minotaur belched, and there was some clacking as the jawbreaker rattled against his teeth, but then he was smiling. “If past is future. If spring rain follows cold snow. Summer’s victory. That means you’ll do what you’ve always done. You will win.”

Logan shot Treacle a finger gun. “Exactly. And the best part? I won’t be alone. I’ll have that esprit de corps that I love so much. Speaking of which, let’s go meet the gang of fungi.”

Once they got away from the reporters, the rest of the night was a blast, despite Inga’s initial reservations. Logan, Inga, and Treacle walked through the market with the mushroom cores. Trio Trio Trio didn’t get in too many arguments with himself. Amanda was amazed at everything for sale at all the stalls. Gary Bernardii didn’t try to shake anyone’s hand, and Pewig Bulge managed to speak a few very cordial sentences. Even Yeez Tee was on his best behavior, and only stalked away once. Eventually he even returned like nothing had happened.

Logan and Inga did swing by the party before going back to their suites. Marko was dancing with Ji-Soo, who worked as a Rogue Dungeon Hunter for the Arcandor Initiative. Kyvandry Spencer was also dancing, blood-splattered apron, shark teeth, barbed wire sunglasses, and all. It became crystal clear to Logan that Blade Ghoul dungeon cores shouldn’t dance. It was too terrifying of a sight.

At one point, Shadowcroft himself came over to wish Logan good luck. The big Treowen dungeon core smiled at him. “You’ve certainly come a long way, Logan Murray. To think, you’ll be representing us tomorrow. I hope you do well, and I hope you survive, for I still believe that you will do many, many, many wonderful things in your time.”

Logan looked up at the kindly old tree man. “I’ll be happy to just get through the next week.”

Then Shadowcroft was drawn back into a conversation with Lolozi Webbs, who was thrilled that two of her students were competing.

At one point, they ran into Wintersylver, not that the White Wyrm bothered to even acknowledge their presence. She made direct eye contact, sniffed dismissively, then turned and headed deeper into the crowd.

Inga was a bit upset by the interaction but had mostly forgotten about it by the time they got back to her hotel room.

After saying good night, Logan went to sleep in his black mold bed, wrapped in total darkness, with the scent of rot hanging heavy in the air. It was damp. It was cool. It was perfect.

Until a slightly drunk goat man shook him awake.

It was after four AM, and Marko sat on Logan’s bed, not even caring that it was getting some slime on him. “Buddy, wake up. I just wanted to tell you that I believe in you. I had a great time tonight, and I’m about to go get some sleep, but you better believe that I’ll be there cheering you on. I love you, man.”

Logan laughed. “If you loved me, you’d let me sleep.”

“Don’t be that way, Logan. I want you to really hear how I feel.”

“I do, Marko, and thanks,” Logan said. “Love you too, bud. Now get out of here and let me get a little more sleep.”

The satyr stumbled out the door, and Logan’s heart felt full.

Oddly enough, he wasn’t scared.

And he kept that courage, all through the hurrahs of the next morning, the parades, the bands, the congratulations, and all the pomp.

The seven competitors walked down the main thoroughfare cutting through the market, with cheering crowds on both sides.

Wintersylver went first, while Logan and Inga went last, waving at people.

Pewig had expanded out to his full size, and on his back were the fungaloids, all holding up “Go Logan and Inga!” signs.

Treacle and Marko stood with a bunch of dungeon cores from Shadowcroft, right at the front. Treacle waved rather energetically at them as Marko strummed his lute, conjuring a host of tentacled horrors that all held signs of their own. Some were what you’d expect.

Go Logan! Go Inga! Mushrooms and bugs forever!

You can’t stop the fun guy fungi! He has tons of morels!

Don’t bug Inga or she’ll centipede all over you!

Others came direct from DMMR and the Warning Bell—

Stop the Zeta Ridiculans!

The Spore Lords are watching!

Don’t trust anyone over a thousand!

Inga turned to him. Her antennae were drawn in tight. She gave him a nervous smile. “Do we have this?”

“Yeah, we got this,” he said, feeling utterly confident for the first time in a long time. They had trained, they had a good plan, and now all that was left to do was execute.

Lolozi Webbs stood on a stage made of webs hanging between branches of the grand, gnarled tree. Her voice rang out over the crowds. “We shall not keep the dungeon cores waiting. They will enter the BYE portal in order of their scores. Above, you will see which dungeons they have been assigned, and I assure you, they will be random. The semifinals will begin at noon sharp, and will last one standard week. During that time—”

“We’re going to party until we die!” Marko roared.

The crowd roared back.

Lolozi Webbs unceremoniously blasted Marko in the face with webs so he wouldn’t be able to interrupt her again.

The spider queen turned headmistress cleared her throat. “As I was saying, during that time, we will have a constant view of the competitors as they fight to save their Celestial Nodes from a team of dungeoneers. Once they have either succumbed to the raiders or killed off the evil heroes, we shall reinstate the original dungeon core, and the competitors will be scored by our judges. Wintersylver Gracefreeze? You are first, with a score of 99.25.”

Logan was surprised at her last name. Wintersylver Gracefreeze? It sounded like she’d known she’d eventually become a big, huge frozen wyvern. Interesting.

Wintersylver bowed, gave her fans a wave, and then touched the tree trunk. She was gone in seconds.

Above, the video crystals revealed her appearing in Angleria, which would work out well for her. With her ice powers, she had plenty of moisture to work with. The giant fish might not be happy about the process—and it might wind up with a nasty brain-freeze—but most likely, Wintersylver would be fine.

The crowd of onlookers erupted in enthusiastic cheering, and people started new betting. Reporters scribbled notes or talked into audio crystals.

Inga sighed.

Logan bumped her with his hip. “Sure, it would’ve been nice to have fungi in a fish’s mouth, but it’s not the end of the world. We could still get Necroscant.”

Lolozi Webbs continued. “Next up, with a score of 98.99, is the Sylvan Revenant, Woody Bone Splinters. Woody, please touch the tree.”

The spectral, undead tree floated forward and was ushered away across the multiverse. In an eyeblink he was standing at the entrance of the Kintookie Mines, on the distant world of Pallooshun.

There was a gasp from the crowds. Tough break. That wasn’t ideal at all for Woody, since there was far more rock than dirt, and growing a forest underground wouldn’t be easy. However, there would be corpses he could raise for his army, and he had root-based magic at his disposal. Nevertheless, Logan was sure that Woody had to be freaking out a bit.

Next up was Tommy Bugnutt, the roly-poly Kodiak, who had come in third. He was transported to Eurofaux, which was probably the most generic choice for a dungeon, but neither good nor bad in the grand scheme of things. He’d be okay. It was your basic setup. Nothing too strange or fancy about that.

The real blow was that Britta Scary wound up with the ancient necropolis that spanned the entire globe. She’d be protecting the Grand Tomb of Anonymity. Thematically, it was perfect for her. A lucky break like that could mean the Laughing Lich would be laughing her way all the way to the winner’s circle. For Logan and Inga, however, it was tragic. Only two worlds were left.

Both of them were bad for Logan and Inga. In other news, there was no way of knowing which of the raiding parties would show up. Logan and Inga could very well face the Berserker Gnomes in the candy world, or the Holy Bowlers in Twilittia. The guy with the bowling-ball flail probably wouldn’t have to worry about sand. Logan thought of the rest of the raiders with a bad feeling in his belly—Breaking Bard, the Cat’s Meow, the Fighting Gyarus, the Ultimate Norms, and Lupine Fury.

Lorena Quartz turned around and smiled weakly. “I’m so sorry, guys. Forgive me, but I do hope I get Twilittia because I like sand so much.”

Inga tried to be polite. “Who doesn’t like sand?”

“Anakin Skywalker,” Logan muttered.

When Inga gave him a confused look, he shrugged. “It’s a very specific cultural reference. I think I’ve made it before.”

In the end, Lorena Quartz got her wish. She was thrown into the Forks-Wa desert on Twilittia.

The crowed went silent. They all knew what it meant.

Logan and Inga would be going to Sucrosia. The candy world might’ve been sweet for some of the other semifinalists, but for the fungaloid and the astral moth, it was incredibly sour.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
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Logan didn’t exactly smell in the human sense of the word, but all of his senses reeled after being on Sucrosia for five minutes. They walked through a candy forest where birds like Easter peeps chirped from chocolate trees covered with green frosting leaves.

A colorful candy path led through the trees to the cliffs made of red rock candy. Strawberry. Or cherry maybe. The steps leading into the dungeon had been gouged in that strange candy stone. The air was dry, which wasn’t surprising because it probably rained Coca-Cola, which was a diuretic. The whole place gave Logan a digestion pit ache and made his nonexistent teeth tingle.

Inga’s body lit up thanks to her Lunar Aura power, though she also used Reflective Sight, which allowed her to see in the dark. And Logan had his fungal vision, though the spores leaking out of his gills weren’t finding any kind of home in the myriad of overly sweet, candied surfaces. He had a bad feeling in his belly.

Inga saw the concern etched into the lines of his face. “Let us not worry, Logan,” she said, patting him on the shoulder. “You gave me a rousing speech not twenty minutes ago. Remember, we’ve been through far worse than this. Taking on Rockheart. Assassination attempts by Chadrigoth. Defeating Billy Scales. We’re better than this—you said so yourself. Besides, it’s distinctly possible that the dungeoneers might not find us for several days.”

Logan let out a breath, releasing the tension he was holding in his shoulders. “Yeah, you’re right. This place is a bit overwhelming. Let’s go see what the dungeon core left us. What was her name again?”

“Dia Betty,” Inga said. “She was an Arcanus Confectionary Mage, which is why she was hand selected for this node. Not many of her kind around, as you can imagine.”

Logan recalled the handful of pictures and the brief they’d received during their prep class. Dia Betty was a jolly, cherry-cheeked elderly woman with a big belly and a bigger laugh. She could cast all sort of candy spells, had minions fashioned from gumdrops, and could hurl bubblegum grenades. Pretty standard candy-themed death traps.

They followed the rock steps down to a warren of cobbled, candy stone corridors and confectionary rooms. Without a dungeon core in residence, however, all the traps, frills, and minions were gone. The place was barren of life and completely unnatural. The pit in his stomach grew as they wandered into a large natural cavern covered with stalactites and stalagmites. But these weren’t made from rock; they had rounded points and were striped like Christmas candy canes.

In one corner of the cavern was a jawbreaker cave-in—huge candy boulders were strewn about in a pile.

Everything about this world was off. Strange. There was nothing even remotely natural about this environment. Sucrosia was a magical candy world, pure and simple, and the Apothos here was all over the place. There were several chambers where light from the sky above glowed through blue rock the color of Blue Raspberry Jolly Ranchers. There was definite Luminosus Apothos, as well as Vita and some Aer. There was zero Morta and zero Toxicus and only trace amounts of Corrosivus—and that likely came from the soda pop river that meandered through the dungeon.

In a way, that all made sense. Candy was all about light, air, and life! It was a terrible turn of events for Logan and Inga. Especially since it seemed like every inch of the dungeon was packed with preservatives that seemed specifically designed to prevent the growth of mold spores. They literally couldn’t have picked a worse dungeon.

It wasn’t long before they were standing in the circular inner sanctum, where a chocolate fountain bubbled contentedly.

The pedestal of the dungeon itself was like the Game of Thrones throne, except this one was made out of giant lollipops.

Logan kind of liked the look of it.

He noticed a note stuck to the front of the throne.

Hi friends!

Good luck in the tournament! I emptied out everything to give you a blank slate! This is a very special place as you’ll soon see. I just know you’ll do great with lures and traps and minions!

Keep it sweet!

Love, Betty

Logan inhaled, and all he smelled was the cloying scent of sugar. Even with the chocolate pond, there was so little moisture in the air.

He breathed out spores, to create a lure—his Opal Truffles mushrooms, the very first lure, and the ones he was best at making. His spores swirled around the floor, across the floor, and even reached the chocolate pond… and promptly fizzled and died in a most anticlimactic fashion. Just as he’d initially feared, he couldn’t grow a thing here.

<Uh, Inga,> Logan sent. <I can’t grow my mushrooms in this place. Not at all. That means I can’t make my normal lures and traps.>

Since they had the Symbiotic Bond, they could communicate telepathically. Inga had the telltale fungal growths across her shoulders and also some growths that melded in with her natural skin color. Those that did stick out were covered by Melvin’s fedora.

<That’s terrible news, but we knew this was a possibility. Sugar is a natural preservative, after all. What about minions? Any luck with those?>

<Let me try.>

Logan concentrated, circulating a surge of Apothos out from his core, channeling it through his body as he willed it to take shape. But it was like trying to dig through bedrock with his nubby, fungaloid fingers. A nimbus of Morta energy formed around his guardian form in a cloud, and slowly but surely it took shape, resolving into Mariah. The skullcap floor boss looked more than a little bit sheepish, since Logan was having significant trouble generating her Crimson Coral armor and her shepherd’s hook. It wasn’t like she was anatomically correct, but still, she looked at him uncertainly.

“Naked, boss!” she squeaked. “I have primitive feelings of shame and embarrassment.”

Logan breathed a sigh of relief, which allowed more spores to pour down, though they didn’t go anywhere helpful. However, that relief was short-lived. Creating Mariah had drained a lot of his Apothos. He’d have to start making digestion pits as soon as possible.

Inga tilted her head. <Well, that is an unfortunate turn of events. But, thankfully you are not alone in this endeavor, my friend,> she sent. <There is no doubt that this place is strange, but there is a significant amount of Luminosus and Vita Apothos here to work with. Worst-case scenario, we can use my lures and traps.”

Logan had to smile. <That’s right! Since you ranked up to B-Class, you have so many cool things! Let me take a peek at your Guardian Core Matrix, then we’ll come up with a plan!>

A second later, Inga’s stats filled his vision.

<<<>>>

Inga Thosa Therian

Guardian Core Matrix

Base Race: Astral Moth

Current Evolution: Lunar Mothress

Cultivator Class: Iron Trunk Cultivator; B Class, Rank 10

Primary Elemental Affinities: Vita/Luminosus

Racial Abilities:

Flight, Astral Migration, Dust Dodge (NEW!)

Racial Skill:

Breed

	Golden Centipedes

	Spike Flies

	Tsuki Ants

	Generate Arachnid (NEW!)



Mothal Abilities:

Reflective Sight

Chrysalis Swords

Metamorphosis

Mothal Propagation:

Insect Infection

Lepidoteral Reflex

Chrysalis Jewels and Gemstone Butterflies (NEW!)

Lunarmancy

Moonlance

Lunar Aura

Lunar Horror Creations

Moonsand Manipulations (NEW!)

Lunar Phase Augmentations (NEW!)

	Crescent Moon Mayhem



—50% resistance against earth-based and water-based magic
—Protection against Apothos types: Terra, Mallus, Magma, Aqua
—Attackers take damage for any successful strikes



	Full Moon Fever (LOCKED!)

	New Moon Madness (LOCKED!)



<<<>>>

Logan noticed the new and updated notices, which came as something of a surprise. It had been months since Inga had leveled up.

Thanks to their Symbiotic Bond, Inga could sense his curiosity. <I know you’ve had a lot on your mind, so I wanted to remind you of how things have changed since I became an Azure Branch cultivator. Yes, I am now a Lunar Mothress. It’s like mistress. But decidedly… not…”

Logan winced. <Sorry. I feel like a bad friend, but I do remember a few things. Your Dust Dodge, for example, makes it harder for dungeoneers to hit you. You literally fill the air with dust.>

<And light them up with my Lunar Aura,> Inga explained. <I am excited to generate some spiders, which was a skill I was ambivalent about at first. Spiders aren’t true insects, you know, and there are already so many arachnid dungeon cores. But Professor Arketa pointed out that there are so many of them because they work. Why reinvent the wheel, especially if the wheel works and survival is on the line? Besides, having a more diverse skill set is wise for situations just such as this. With that said, I am still very pleased about my new Lunar Phase Augmentations. Those abilities will pay off in time.>

Logan then saw how Inga was going to save them. <Remind me again what Chrysalis Jewels and the Gemstone Butterflies are. I think all this sugar is literally rotting my brain in real time.>

Inga sent him a vision of a dozen diamond-studded cocoons opening to reveal butterflies made of emeralds, rubies, and sapphires. The butterflies fluttered their wings and went flying around above their chrysalises, which could still be gathered for their diamonds.

<Each chrysalis is priceless on its own,> Inga explained, <so raiders can sell them on the open market. However, the husks are also an ingredient in a potion that can help with cultivation. The butterflies themselves can be utilized to improve light- and fire-based magic, namely, Ignis and Luminosus Apothos.>

<Those are some excellent lures,> Logan sent, nodding along in appreciation. <I have no idea what I’d do without you—I couldn’t imagine trying to do this alone.> The chocolate pond reminded him of something, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it.

Inga nodded, her antennae bouncing below the fedora. <Think nothing of it, Logan. None of us are as strong alone as we are with the power of friendship. You have done the same for me more times than I can count. Also, we have that esprit de corps that you enjoy so much. We shall get through this together. As for traps, since we can’t employ your fungi, we can use my Moonsand Manipulations. That and the dungeon itself. We will also have to rely heavily on our minions, but we’ve faced that challenge more than a few times. We need to be smart about how we use them.>

Inga was right on the mark about that, and Logan’s mind was already whirling with possibilities. <Tell me more about your Astral Migration and your Insect Infection,> he said, using the pedestal interface to observe the sprawl of rooms and corridors. This competition wasn’t just about defeating the raiders, it was about doing so efficiently. Having Inga create the bulk of the lures, traps, and minions would allow them to conserve a large amount of Apothos.

<The two go hand in hand,> Inga said excitedly. <Insect Infection allows me to draw a swarm of biting insects from out of the astral plane that I can use to swarm, upset, confuse, or even kill raiders. So too, I draw upon Astral Migration for my Lunar Horror creations, which gives me a great deal of flexibility when it comes to fashioning my minions. Lastly, as I unlock my Lunar Phase Augmentations, I’ll draw upon Astral Migration to allow my guardian form to teleport anywhere within a dungeon, and eventually, anywhere in the multiverse.>

Logan was impressed. <I see. So Astral Migration is more of a base ability that you can layer other skills onto.>

<Precisely,> Inga sent. <Hence, there might be more abilities I can unlock over time.>

Logan plucked his core gem out of his belly. <Let’s link up to the dungeon to see how we can alter the base design. Dia Betty sure didn’t leave us much to work with.> He lifted a hand to forestall Inga’s objection. <I know, I know, tournament rules say that for the semifinals, existing guardians should leave the Celestial Node exactly how they found it. Exactly.>

<Betty was just following the rules.> Inga tossed her gem over the Game of Lollipops throne, where it circled around the top.

Logan flipped his gem into the air, where it joined Inga’s in a lazy dance, like a pair of planets orbiting a candy-coated sun. He immediately felt every inch of the existing structure, from the entrance steps, down through the natural cavern, to the inner sanctum and the chocolate pond. Yes, this Celestial Node was full of Luminosus and Vita, but there were other flavors of Apothos, as well as a surprising flexibility in what they could shape.

Logan realized two things. One, on this magic world, they could create some very cool and very powerful structures, and it wouldn’t require him to summon virtually anything. And second, this Celestial Node was practically begging for a Willy Wonka & the Chocolate Factory makeover.

Inga caught a few of his thoughts.

She had a dozen questions. What was this Chocolate Factory story? Who was Willy Wonka? Why was the name of the movie different from the book? Why would anyone think to attempt a remake?

All good questions.

Logan spent forty-five minutes trying to explain it. Was it a waste of precious time? Maybe. Was it worth it? Definitely. It allowed them to create their masterpiece.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
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Inga finally relented. <Very well, Logan. We’ll call it a murder factory, but we can’t use the name Willy Wonka. Thanks to all of your culturally specific references, I’ve taken it upon myself to extensively study copyright laws throughout the multiverse. While dungeoneers are bad, IP attorneys are so much worse. Even I’ve heard of Disney.>

Logan didn’t even blink at that one. Out of all the weirdness, the fact that Disney had multidimensional IP lawyers seemed like the least weird thing he’d heard all day. <Fine. We’ll call it Wally Wanko’s Murder Factory. If only we had Marko, he could use his gravity manipulations, aka juggling, for the soda pop room and some kind of candy blade fans. That’s a pipe dream, though. But I’ll still want a conveyor belt room, and we definitely need a chocolate river, boiling hot and deadly. Do you think we can build a boat?>

Inga didn’t even pause. They were already mapping out the general setup. <We’ll want minions and traps up front,> she sent. <We can turn the soda pop river into chocolate, very hot chocolate, and use it to connect the two parts of the dungeon. It will be splendid!>

Logan had the idea of turning the cavern into a grand staircase that led down to the chocolate river. And the entrance to the dungeon itself would be equally grand. They could create a huge gate with the name of the factory stamped up high. Then it would be a gumdrop path that led to the front doors, which they could cut into the rock candy cliffs, kind of like Petra, the UNESCO World Heritage Site in the Kingdom of Jordan back on Earth.

Logan contemplated the natural aspects of the cavern. <Those stalactites are rounded, but you could fly some waddlers up there, right?>

Mariah looked dubious. She squeaked suspiciously. “Mushrooms not growing on the ground tend to suffer from vertigo. I prefer to verti-stay.”

Inga winced. <Why am I not surprised your Skullcap Waddler floor boss has the same sense of humor as you?>

Logan was on a roll. <We fly Mariah and some waddlers up to the stalactites, maybe some Kurrybooboos, and they lick the candy until it’s razor sharp.>

<Sharp candy?> Inga’s antennae shrank as her brow furrowed.

<Trust me, Inga. You don’t even understand the concept of sharp until you’ve had a candy cane sucked on by a five-year-old until it has a tip that can punch through a molecule. Your Lunar Horror Creations can fly them up to the roof, and we can make hidden roosts for them. When the time is right, we trigger the trap. Stalactite spears fall, and we have my Skullcap Waddlers riding in on your killer moths.>

Inga’s excitement filled the bare inner sanctum. <Yes! I love it. One thing I was thinking, we’ve been taught to maximize Apothos usage to fill up space, but I’m sensing that with this dungeon, the malleable nature of the candy environment will allow us more freedom to use blank spaces and ruined rooms. If we do this right, we can imbue the atmosphere with an unsettling sense of foreboding—like a derelict business going bankrupt. What if Wally Wanko is past his prime? What if his business is failing, and he has gone insane? To deal with his fears and disappointments, he created a twisted world of bittersweet memories of more successful times. Would that be a good backstory?>

Logan had to take a minute. <Inga, that’s so Marko of you! But yes, I think we definitely work on that theme. The boat we create for the lava chocolate river can be dilapidated, but we’ll need to make it seaworthy. But we’re getting ahead of ourselves. Let’s map this out and get started.>

Connected to the dungeon, Logan showed Inga the basic design. From the imposing rock candy gates, the raiders would take the gumdrop walkway to the front doors, which would open into the reception room. Logan considered putting a trap on the gumdrop walkway—maybe add some explosions—but no, they would lull raiders into a false sense of security with a normal pathway.

Then, when they reached the reception room, that was where Inga’s hideously powerful Golden Centipede Spartan floor boss, Roy Boy, would be waiting. They’d have him working at a reception desk while a horde of other insectile horrors hid in the walls, waiting for their chance to strike. Strange, that the candy room would vomit out giant insects. It was perfect. And it was a kill room, where they should be able to take out at least one of the dungeoneers. It was a tactic that they’d used during their freshman year finals. Instead of playing it safe early on, they’d front-load the entryway with some of their toughest minions.

Also in the reception room would be a cheery fountain, with a depiction of Wally Wanko himself, who would look like Logan when he was in his first fungaloid form—a happy little mushroom man topped with a top hat, holding a cane, and wearing a brand-new purple suit. Thematically, this would be Wally Wanko at his most cheerful. If the raiders made it to the inner sanctum, or even to the Conveyor Belt Hell room, they would find Logan’s current form, which was tall, dark, and twisted. His suit would be full of holes, the cane would be gone, and the hat would be evil.

Such an evil hat…

The reception room’s fountain would also serve as the first of Logan’s digestion pits. And the minute they crafted the fountain, they started loading it up with jawbreaker boulders. The white, bespeckled stones were absolutely everywhere. Logan had some plans for those, but he soon realized something else. He couldn’t make his Crimson Coral, but Inga, with the help of her Lunar Horror Creations ability, could take the jawbreaker material and transform it into nigh indestructible armor with a little bit of elbow grease. It was a subtle act of crafting. The newly minted armor were endogenous manifestations that would never survive outside of the dungeon walls, but the minions didn’t need to leave the confines of the dungeon.

This was purely defensive.

Logan tried, and he was able to use the jawbreaker armor as well. That would tie all of the themes together—candy, mushrooms, and insects.

To be sure, Inga’s candy-coated centipedes added a sense of the macabre to Wally Wanko’s Murder Factory. And that meant Mariah could have her own armor as well, speckled white jawbreaker covering her mushy mushroom body. But since Logan couldn’t summon her staff, they still needed to manufacture a suitable weapon.

Logan kept his mind open as they continued to meticulously build their dungeon.

The reception room connected to the Delicious Hallway of Bubblegum Doorways. The doors on the left would lead to boring office rooms—mostly derelict spaces, full of crumbling rock candy walls or filing cabinets full of bogus documents. These would also be endogenous manifestations, relatively cheap as far as Apothos was concerned.

One of the filing cabinet rooms would have giant centipedes tucked away as well as one of Inga’s Chrysalis Jewels, just a little taste of the treasures to come.

It was always good to tease raiders with potential riches.

Meanwhile, the bubblegum doorways on the right would lead to the Grand Cavern Staircase and Fun Land, which was a whimsical place of green sugar–crystal grass and imposing rock candy stalactites and stalagmites. They changed the formations to be red, not striped, which matched the solid green of the sugary grass and white of the thick frosting that lay across the room like frozen snow.

A gleaming fondant staircase would circle around a burbling pit of killer fungi, Logan’s second digestion pit. The Grand Cavern Staircase and Fun Land would have the falling stalactites, along with Logan’s minions, all mounted on Inga’s Lunar Horror Moths like a Na’vi riding a toruk.

Inga had more questions. What was fondant? What was a Na’vi? And what was a toruk?

Logan explained the thick French frosting as well as the big blue people and the giant birds from the movie Avatar. Logan started to talk about the sequels, which was a daring gambit for any production company, but Inga silenced him immediately. Specific cultural references wouldn’t help them.

The fondant on the stairs wasn’t just for show, however. It served to conceal slabs of thick yellow quicksand cake—hot, undercooked, and extremely gooey. While trudging down the steps, the raiders would eventually find themselves knee-deep in molten hot baked goods, slogging through a confectionary bog that was as delicious as it was deadly. Their movements would be severely hindered when the ceiling came falling down and the monsters attacked.

Logan had another epiphany. There was some strange rock that smelled like spearmint. It was actually wintermint, and it had magical properties. It was very cold and could drop the temperature of a room. The wintermint candy would also make amazing spears.

With only a little concentration, he had a weapon for Mariah!

The whole place had so much magic running through it that some of the building materials had special abilities. It was how they could turn the soda pop river into a molten lava chocolate river.

Speaking of which…

Assuming the raiders survived the reception room and traversed the Grand Cavern Staircase and Fun Land, they would eventually find themselves down on the Dum Dum Docks—a whole pier made out of Dum Dums, which was a nice foreshadowing of the Game of Lollipops Throne, the last bit of grandeur left for Wally Wanko.

There on the Dum Dum docks, the dungeoneers would board the Good Ship Smartie, a whole boat made of magical Smarties resting on ridiculously hot chocolate. At the bow, Mariah would be waiting for the raiders, decked out in jawbreaker armor and wielding a wintermint spear that had a fifteen percent chance of slowing enemies with a successful strike. They’d added a variety of openings to her jawbreaker armor so she could pour out narcotic spores from her gills.

They couldn’t well block those up. Logan wanted to make sure that the boat ride was as psychedelic as possible. Just like in the movie.

The raiders not driven to the edge of insanity by the boat ride would arrive at the Gummy Bear Docks, which would invariably take them to the Enchanted Candy Forest. If they didn’t get off at the docks, they’d have another chance to escape the boat, at a secret pier down the way, right before the rapids smashed the boat to pieces and killed any adventurers still on board.

Most likely, though, the raiders would debark for the Enchanted Candy Forest, where a myriad of even more horrific creatures awaited. Logan and Inga went for a dark, sugary Mirkwood feel, and that included giant spiders on cotton candy webs. The webs themselves were pink and blue, but the spiders were covered in a rubbery coating of gummy bear material, which looked horrific against their bulging black bodies. The gummy armor on their cephalothorax and abdomen allowed their legs more movement. Their fangs dripped with venom that tasted like root beer.

Logan sampled it. It was very rooty.

He hadn’t loved spiders back when he’d been human, but now, hanging out with Inga and her love of cosmic etymology, he found them oddly endearing in a strange sort of way. They were so hideous that they became cute, especially perched in their neon-bright spun sugar webs. Sampling their venom was peculiar, sure, but it wasn’t like the deadly toxin could hurt him. One of his passive fungal form powers was Poison Immunity. He had no immunity against delicious root beer.

Square in the center of the Enchanted Candy Forest was the last of Logan’s digestion pits, which was already busy breaking down more jawbreaker boulders. Those boulders were filled with potent Terra Apothos, which could be stripped of Affinity and repurposed. With the influx of energy from the Celestial Node and the Pure Apothos from the boulders, Logan was able to generate more minions, including a whole regiment of Kurrybooboos. The adorable cleric mushrooms were going to be everywhere, providing healing for their troops.

The main exit from the Enchanted Candy Forest snaked through the trees. However, there were two side exits that led to dual jawbreaker boulder traps straight out of Indiana Jones and the Raiders of the Lost Arc. Logan liked that both side passageways had the same trap because there was a chance the raiders would think the coast would be clear and be less prepared.

However, if they followed the pathway to the main exit, it would funnel them into the Wintermint Corridor, which was a rocky passageway riddled with spikes. The air was so cold in the cramped corridor that it would supernaturally slow the raiders. If they took a passageway to the left, it would lead them to a supposedly empty room, but the floor was made from moonsand. It would act like quicksand. While they fought to free themselves, Inga’s nearly invisible Tsuki ants would descend on the trapped raiders like a Biblical plague.

Logan felt bad about that trap. Well, almost.

The passageway to the right of the Wintermint Corridor would be full of Logan’s waddlers and spore wargs, who would come charging into the corridor while the dungeoneers struggled against the biting cold.

If the dungeoneers made it to the end of the Wintermint Corridor, they would enter the pièce de résistance: the Conveyor Belt Hell Room, which would have the last of their minions prepared to bring death upon the raiders. Along with the monsters, the room would be full of conveyor belts carrying different colors of explosive candies and chocolates.

Treacle had spent days working with both Logan and Inga to make sure they understood the basics of crafting with Mallus, or kinetic energy, and Fulgur, or electrical-based Apothos. The candy materials were so malleable that they were able to fill them with Mallus. Logan made the joke about malleable Mallus. Inga didn’t laugh.

The final dungeon was nothing like Logan or Inga would’ve ever planned on, but in the end, the world of Sucrosia had been a blessing to them.

A platform in Conveyor Belt Hell, where the raiders would enter, had a view of the inner sanctum, the grand throne room of Wally Wanko, which would be guarded by both Logan and Inga. Logan would be playing the titular character of Wally Wanko—the once jovial candy lord now perverted by his failures and a life of excess—a nod to Marko.

Piled around the dilapidated throne would be heaps of Chrysalis Jewels. The Gemstone Butterflies would be fluttering through the air, drifting on an unfelt breeze. As an homage to Logan, it would also be full of candy mushrooms, which were for decoration only. However, they gave the throne room a strangeness that Logan appreciated. He knew Marko was watching, and the satyr would be so proud of them. Thematically, their dungeon was perfect!

All during the setup, though, Logan was worried that at any minute, they’d discover dungeoneers at their doorstep. Since they didn’t have any active raiders, Inga’s Golden Spartan Centipede stood sentry at the reception room, keeping an eye out.

Even if the floor boss didn’t see anything, Logan and Inga could feel any movement in their dungeon’s AOI, or area of influence, which extended well beyond the entrance.

So far, no one had showed. Another blessing.

They worked overnight, so by Monday around noon, they were ready.

Exhausted but satisfied, Logan rested on his throne, one leg draped over the armrest. Inga sat on a sugar toadstool near him, looking almost as tired as Logan felt. She also looked worried.

Thanks to their symbiotic bond, he didn’t even have to ask her what was bothering her. Her thoughts were splayed out before him like a picture book. She was nervous about a team of raiders that weren’t on the list they’d prepared for showing up.

<We got this,> Logan sent. <I have to say, this is our best dungeon yet. It has so many kill rooms and innovative traps. Plus, working with the candy has been a lot easier than shaping stone.>

Inga gave him an uncertain smile. <While I appreciate your talents as a motivational speaker, it doesn’t change the fact that an S-Class dungeoneer could show up and destroy us. I don’t want that. My journey at Shadowcroft has been… very unexpected. We’ve had so many adventures together, and I’m not ready for them to end.>

<They won’t,> Logan assured her. <Even if our cores get shattered, we’ll go on, Inga, in the Tree of Souls. But that’s not going to happen. We have our amazing minions. We have our traps. We have a plan. No matter who comes through that entryway, all we have to do is execute our vision and we’re going to walk away, victorious.>

Logan meant every word. In the end, though, Inga was right.

There was no telling who would show up at their door. But that was what it meant to be a dungeon core in the real world. This is what life was like every day for those who graduated from Shadowcroft. Danger came with the territory. So long as they followed the plan, fought smart, and worked together as a team, Logan was certain that there was nothing they couldn’t overcome.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
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Lou Shador, the A-Class, Rank 1 cultivator of legend, stood in the newly refurbished Situation Room of the Scarlet Paradox Dungeoneering Guild. The clutter was gone. The magical crystalline holo table was at the center of the room, as it should be, and around it were a dozen high-backed chairs made of polished pompwood with gemstone accents.

Shador had paid for the chairs and furnishings himself. He certainly had the gold for it.

The Scarlet Paradox was booming. Raiders were constantly traveling to remote dungeons while weary survivors returned and paid their tax of gold and Apothos. Sometimes, the raiders cultivated the energy, but Hardclaw had magic items capable of drawing the energy from their cores. Other times, the dungeoneers brought Apothos coins to pay their dues. Those were valuable—a little gold, a little platinum, a bit of the mystical energy keeping the multiverse alive. Magic mirrors were also good for storing Apothos and transferring it around, but they were bulky and had the unfortunate habit of breaking. Many preferred to store it in Apothos acorns, which made perfect sense considering it was the Tree of Souls that connected all the known worlds and gave them life.

Shador stood with his arms crossed, waiting for his Glow Brigade to arrive. He inhaled deeply, savoring the scent of his special incense blend, which burned in the corners—Savage Meditation. As tough as he was, he needed incense. It was also one of the bestselling items in his impressive merchandise line.

The six different Celestial Nodes being used for the dungeon academies’ tournament flickered in the air over the nicked and scratched table, which now had a certain charm, since the room wasn’t packed with filing cabinets. An archive in the basement had been built to accommodate the files. The Scarlet Paradox had hired a bird woman from Toriopa to handle the paperwork. Those Okitori loved to archive. What a waste. And so boring.

Lou Shador could tolerate a lot of the downsides of this dungeoneering business, but he had absolutely zero tolerance for boredom. Zero.

As he watched the images appearing and disappearing over the table in rapid-fire succession, he couldn’t believe how far he’d come. To think, he’d started off on Humania, the same homeworld as Marky Softscales, which was kind of a weird coincidence. While Marky had gone on to become a Crimson Void Viper, Lou Shador had only been a disgraced Deep Root Cultivator, little more than a worm in the dirt. He hadn’t even been called Lou Shador in those days. His parents had named him Ted Shadie, and he’d been a quiet and awkward kid—such a nerd.

No one knew how weak and geeky he’d been. No one could ever know about his humble beginnings. And no one ever would—he’d made sure of that long ago. All those who knew about his less than impressive beginnings were dead and buried years ago. His humble origins weren’t his only secret, however. Not by a long shot. There were a great many things he would be taking to the grave.

Not that Shador was going to die. No. He was going to live forever, and immortality would be only one of the benefits. Others would be a life of excitement, being rich, being amazingly powerful.

His thoughts meandered away from his past and to his immediate future. He glanced at the empty chairs and found anger welling up inside his chest. The Glow Brigade was late. Again. They were vicious and powerful, but they could also be annoyingly flaky.

They’d completely missed the opening day of the interschool dungeoneering tournament, so now they would have to settle for showing up on the second or third day, which wasn’t ideal. He’d wanted to catch those dumb students with half-finished dungeons and blaze through them like they were nothing, and then smash the dungeon core himself.

Normally, Shador might’ve gone in alone, however, a few of the more intimidating guardians made him pause. Even apart from Wintersylver Gracefreeze, who was as cunning as she was powerful, several of the semifinalists might prove to be a challenge. He was arrogant, sure—it was why he’d forced Hardclaw to clean up the Situation Room and add the portraits of Lou Shador from his various adventures—but he wasn’t a complete narcissist. He hadn’t made such huge strides by taking needless risks.

He smiled as he looked at an enormous portrait of himself. The artist had captured him in all his perfect glory—white boots, white-taped arms, red-and-white tights, and the cowl of his crimson cloak half covering his mask. A mask that Shador had fashioned himself from his training on that far-flung world of Uroth, where Ted Shadie had died so long ago, only to be reborn as Lou Shador, the great and powerful hero of the ages.

Shador had learned so much. He’d come so far. But he wouldn’t rest until he had achieved S-Class and the real game began. He would have to devour whole worlds, whole galaxies to get to SSS-Class, but then he’d transcend his humanity and become a god.

Then, and only then, would he be satisfied.

And thanks to his time on a little backwards planet called Earth, Lou Shador knew exactly what was possible and just how far he could ascend. Back when he’d been merely Ted Shadie—instead of the great Lou Shador—he’d followed a trail of rumors and elaborate conspiracy theories that eventually led him to the ball of mud tucked away in the armpit of the galaxy. Earth was such an innocuous and unassuming place. No magic. No monsters. No dungeons or dungeoneers. So little Apothos that the world was limping along on life support. But there had been truth to those rumors… Those conspiracy theories. Everyone had laughed at him once upon a time, but no one was laughing now.

Because he’d found the truth.

The Spore Lords... It was all about the Spore Lords, and he had learned their lessons well.

Shador stood in front of the crystal table, feeling the energy in the air and watching the images of the six worlds flicker above the holo table. Sucrosia, Twilittia, Necroscant, and the others. Which one to choose?

Not Wintersylver’s. For obvious reasons.

No. But what of the others?

Hardclaw clanked in on his mace as he hobbled into the room. The cat man sneezed. “I hate the incense, Lou. I hate it.”

Shador thrust his arms forward and the red, white, and blue bandages wrapped around his hands shot out like striking serpents, slithering around Hardclaw’s arms and legs and neck. The powerful coils drew the cat man forward and slammed him down into the chair at the end of the table. “It’s Mr. Shador to you, brother, because we both know where all the cheddar is coming from. I’m the head cat now.”

Hardclaw brushed away the tendrils from around him. “Fine. Mr. Shador. But why the incense?”

“Calms me, bro,” Shador growled, “and you want me calm.”

Hardclaw sighed. “I thought you’d be gone already. The tournament has started.”

“Waiting on my troops. Trying to decide which dungeons I want to destroy, oh yeah. Which Celestial Node would you choose, brother?” Shador asked. “I can’t seem to decide. They got some good nodes this year. Yeah, they did. I’m like a youngster in a candy shop. So much yummy to choose from. Can’t decide, brother.”

“Angleria, maybe,” Hardclaw suggested, swallowing hard. “I mean, the fish world does have the most Apothos, and legend has it, the fish has some of the answers to the multiverse’s most important questions.” But then Hardclaw changed the subject. “Where is your Glow Brigade, anyway?”

“Late,” Shador growled, “and when I find out who is responsible, brother, you can bet I’m going to punish them. They’re costing us both money.”

“I bet it’s the archer,” Hardclaw said carefully. “She is forever messing with those wheels on her feet. Or could it be your cleric with the hammers and the huge pair of pants? Why such big pants? And why the chains?”

“Hawt Tawpic has her ways, brother.” Shador inhaled deeply, letting the incense flood his nostrils. The Savage Meditation wasn’t calming him. Good, he wanted to be good and angry when the time came for dungeon destruction. “I don’t think it’s Hawt, and it wasn’t Cruelli DeKill. No, those two are good girls, but we both know the Grand Jester is chaos made flesh. It was her. Probably got into trouble. She makes me crazy, brother. She makes me crazy.”

Hardclaw nodded. “I don’t suppose it was Edna of the Three Rings. She seems like the least troublesome of the Glow Brigade.”

Shador laughed. “A fat lot you know, kitty cat man. Edna is no one you should mess with. In the end, it don’t matter much why they’re all late. They’ll come. We’ll go. Dungeon cores will die.”

Then Shador heard the sound of eight wheels rolling across the polished hardwood floor outside the door. A second later, his Glow Brigade hurried into the Situation Room. His archer. His cleric. His thief. His sorceress, carrying her powerful tome of diabolical magic.

Yes, Edna of the Three Rings was not a sorceress you should underestimate.

Cruelli DeKill spoke first. “It wasn’t my fault, Mr. Shador. It’s actually rather surprising that—”

The Grand Jester cut off the archer. “Mr. S, you are blaming me, like always, and like always, I didn’t do nothin’ wrong!”

Hawt Tawpic laughed brazenly. “Except you always do everything wrong, Jester.”

Edna cleared her throat. “Gee whiz, Mr. Shador. It was me. I had the girls wait around while I did some research. I found a few things that you might find of interest. I know we’re late, but it’ll be worth it, Mr. Shador, I promise.”

Shador tilted his head and listened while Edna told him everything.

Well, that settled it. In seconds, he knew which dungeon cores would be his prey during the semifinals. He planned on killing at least four worlds. Would that push him into S-Class?

Perhaps. But this was only the semifinals. And he had an idea that in the finals, he’d crack the cores of both the victors, even Wintersylver Gracefreeze and that freaky fungaloid. Or maybe he’d do the mushroom this week. That candy dungeon he and the astral moth had created was a joke.

Yeah, maybe Shador would smash up that Logan Murray. They were similar in a lot of ways. Both started out as weaklings and idiots. But Shador had transcended. He’d become awesome, while Logan remained as weak and stupid as ever. A moronic dungeon core like that needed a good cracking. Because in the end, mushroom dungeons were far too dangerous for Shador to ever let one live.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
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Shellex Aldabra milled about in his human form, though he wasn’t human. Never had been. That would be too gross. He was a shifter, an onyxback tortoise shifter to be exact. He’d come from the dry deserts of Galapaygus, a whole world of various reptilian shifters, and a place with several Celestial Nodes, which flooded Galapaygus with life-giving energy.

Shellex loved his homeworld—which made his quest to destroy dungeons all the more important. If other worlds died, it would give his world more Apothos. That was why he’d dedicated his life to destroying dungeons. He’d assembled a party of like-minded adventurers, all powerful shifters in their own right, and called his dungeoneering party the Lupine Fury.

And why was the Lupine Fury on the strange world of Sucrosia?

Because their rogue, Dravena Molt, had heard of a treasure trove of Chrysalis Jewels, some unhatched, but some broken open to set free a kaleidoscope of Gemstone Butterflies. Dravena loved treasure, but the cocoon gems were more than simple loot. They were her ticket to a new level, and what was good for one member of Lupine Fury was good for the team, and what was good for the team was, ultimately, what was good for Galapaygus.

Shellex, the tortoise shifter, stood in front of the gates of Wally Wanko’s Murder Factory with his team spread out behind him in a loose circle. The gates probably weren’t iron, though they looked like it. On the other side was a gumdrop path that led up to the doors of the factory itself, carved into red rock candy cliffs.

Shellex shifted into his hybrid form. He was huge, six and a half feet tall and three hundred pounds, but he could get bigger. A lot bigger. His bardiche—a gargantuan ax that was part polearm and part cleaver—rested on his shell rising up above his shoulder.

Shellex was the tank, but he was also the leader, no matter what Hellmutt Oso had to say about it.

Hellmutt was the melee damage dealer of the group—an enormous bear with black fur—but he never shifted into his human form. On his head was a great golden helm, and it seemed to be the source of his magical golden claws and shining golden teeth. Those claws could cut through armor like it was paper. Those teeth could crunch through bones like they were dried sticks. Hellmutt was powerful, without a doubt, but he was also a pain in Shellex’s scaly butt.

Hellmutt spoke with a pronounced accent—some said it sounded like one of the Germanic languages that had once proliferated on doomed Aldaleera. It was hard to say, but Hellmutt was very particular about how things worked within their party. “Herr Aldabra, I vill not take one more step until you tell me about this Vally Vanko. Vhat kind of dungeon are ve dealing vith, eh?”

Dravena hopped around the werebear in her semi-hybrid form, half human and half crow. Black feathers hung from her arms. She had a beak and human eyes. Dirty bird feet dropped down from her studded leather skirt. She had a whole collection of daggers, both for throwing and for stabbing. “Yeah, yeah, yeah, Hellie, I know, I know, you just want to lick the ground. Because you’re a bear, right? And bears like the sweet stuff. But I wouldn’t lick nothing, right? Right? A candy world might be sweet, but it can’t be safe. Can’t be. Can’t be. Can’t be. Treasure, Hellie, we want the treasure. It’s down there deep. Let’s just go. Let’s just get on with it.”

The excitable thief transformed into her even more crow-hybrid form and went soaring up over the gate, then landed on the gumdrop path that led to the building built into the rock candy cliffs. “Traps! I don’t see any traps! But I can tell you about Wally Wanko. He made candy until he went crazy! He was greedy and weird and loved jewels and pretty things as much as he loved cherries and chocolate!”

Shellex’s porcupine archer—Rothchild Sharps—pulled a quill from his back and nocked his bow. He too was in his hybrid form. His face was humanoid, but the rest of him was porcupine. He talked far slower than he shot, which made him annoying. “Well, now. Dravena is excited about this one. As for me, I got a bad feeling about it. None of the guilds know about it. Except for the Scarlet Paradox. But they’re keeping it quiet. Why’s that?”

“This is vhy I have asked us to pause, Liebling,” Hellmutt said with a sniff. “But there goes the avian, rushing in and threatening to expose us all.”

Dravena shifted into a form that had hands and hurried forward. She tried to open the gate, but she was far too weak. “Help me! Help me! Help me! Let’s go inside! Let’s go. Let’s not think. Let’s just go!”

Hellmutt took a huge paw and pushed open the squeaking gate easily.

Dravena hopped up to the huge werebear. “I heard that avian crack, mister. You mammals think you’re so smart. You think you’re better than us avian shifters, or even Shellex, but you’re not. Live young? Yuck! Mammary glands? Double yuck! Birds rule! Bears drool.”

Hellmutt stood up on his hind legs. “They do, Dravena, Liebling. Bears do drool. It’s very shocking. But I do not drool. Since you have found no traps, let us move forward. Shellex, is that all right vith you, since you fancy yourself as our leader?”

Shellex scowled and transformed into his full fighting form—huge black shell, thick black scales, and a razor-sharp beak. A leather satchel dangled off his shoulder. He gripped his bardiche in black claws. “I am the leader, Hellie, and don’t you forget it. I’ll go up the path first. Petula, get down wind. Then we’ll go in our normal marching order.”

Petula Cloudsweat shuffled through the gate. She was a skunk shifter, with black hair with a white strip down the center. Her robes were equally black and white. She mostly stayed in her hybrid form, so she had little skunk ears, a little skunk nose, and tiny little teeth. Her eyes were small. She didn’t say much, but she had an expressive face and waddled with a certain confidence… when she wasn’t acting crazy.

Yes, the Cloud Caster might be insane, but she was also the most powerful member of their party. She did have a certain stench to her which could be off-putting, but Shellex would die to protect her. She was their best bet of making it out of this strange candy dungeon alive.

Rothchild Sharps was right—this whole situation was strange. Normally, the guilds knew about the dungeons before anyone else. Not this time. They’d been in a tavern on Bharoosh, the Freckled Halfling, when someone started chattering about a candy dungeon filled with jeweled butterflies. The minute Dravena heard that, it was over.

They paid a local chapter of The Hermetic Order of Davos, a powerful dungeoneering guild, for use of their Hell-Oh Portal. Guilds always overcharged the indie raiders because the guilds wanted the raiders to join them, but Shellex and his Lupine Fury weren’t interested. No, they were independent raiders, and whatever loot and Apothos they got, they’d keep. All those greedy guilds could go straight to the deepest, darkest, murkiest of hells.

Shellex sniffed the sweet air, and for a minute, the sickly, saccharine stench of sugar made him gag. Then he caught a whiff of Petula’s peculiar odor, and he gagged a bit more. Her stink was part of her magic. A big part, actually.

Shellex turned and made sure his party was in their marching order. He was up front with his porcupine archer behind him. Then came the skunk sorceress. Dravena walked behind Petula, but the crow woman wouldn’t stay there long. She would fly ahead, hop around, and then turn to give Hellmutt Oso dirty looks.

The huge, helmeted bear took up the rear position, but he could storm forward at any minute to use his magical teeth and talons on any monsters they encountered.

In the case of the Murder Factory, they found monsters right away.

Shellex pushed open the doors and walked inside, ax in both hands, ready to start swinging.

The interior of the entry chamber was cloaked in deep shadow, until a new nasty odor assaulted Shellex’s senses. The air around Petula began to glow. That stench swept around the room, giving them light.

The tortoise shifter fought the impulse to put his claws over his nose.

Instead, Shellex took in the room. It looked like the lobby of a business, only the carpet was dirty and torn, the walls were marked with slashes and burns, and all the lights had been shattered. At one point, it might’ve been nice, but its best days were long gone. The dusty wallpaper showed happy scenes—cherry-cheeked children eating candy and following a fancy mushroom man into colorful caverns bursting with jeweled butterflies. They were in the right place, no doubt about that.

A fountain bubbled in the center of the cramped room, a water feature that was far too big for the space. There was also something terribly wrong with it. That wasn’t water in the basin, but a black goo was that was bubbling around jawbreaker boulders of various sizes. The statue above the muck was that of the same cute little mushroom man from the wallpaper. The toadstool fellow was only about three feet tall and wore a jaunty purple suit, which included a cane and a top hat. The bottom of the statue was speckled with black goo.

On the other side of the fountain was a hulking curved reception desk. An insectile figure dressed in what looked like candy armor—white with colored speckles—sat there unmoving. The centipede man wore a helmet like an Aldaleeran Spartan. It had dozens of limbs, but it was hard to tell what was leg and what was arm. All of those ends looked sharp, though. The insect receptionist was utterly still. Was it the husk of a dead candy warrior? Or was it alive and motionless and luring them in?

Dravena flew up and dropped down on top of the fountain. “This statue isn’t alive! But that receptionist is, I bet. I bet. Rothie, Rothie, Rothie, shoot him up! Shoot him up quick! Can you smell the fountain? It smells like someone poured a milkshake on a sausage and mushroom pizza. Gross! Gross! Gross!”

Before Rothchild could fire his quill arrows, the wallpaper behind the archer tore open and a giant centipede, covered in candy armor, fell on top of him. All of the walls were writhing with insects, ripping through, ambushing Shellex and his party from every side.

But that wasn’t all. From the ceiling came huge colorful flies with long spikes for bodies. They were the colors of a pastel rainbow—yellows and blues, pinks and greens. Those soft colors might’ve looked tasty, like Aldaleeran Sweet Tarts, if the flies weren’t trying to kill them.

The receptionist wasn’t dead, either. It reared up on a dozen legs. Six arms sprouted two-foot-long blades. The candy centipede Spartan clattered over the desk, coming at Shellex with a sinuous grace and unnerving speed.

The tortoise shifter swung his ax with all his strength, but the centipede Spartan ducked, and it was only in the last second that Shellex spun, taking all those blades on his shell. The blades sparked on his nearly impenetrable back, but that was only the first of the attacks. The spike flies struck Shellex in the face, and soon blood dripped down onto the leather jerkin covering his chest.

In seconds, the Lupine Fury was swamped by all the monsters—candy centipedes coming out of the walls and the Sweet Tart spike flies dive-bombing them from above.

Rothchild danced away from the encroaching centipede monster and riddled the creature with a host of quill arrows. The centipede squealed and pitched over onto its side, dead. More centipedes scuttled in to fill the void. He dropped another one, sinking several quills through the creature’s face, but those same missiles clattered off the centipede Spartan’s thick, jawbreaker armor.

Shellex swung at the Spartan again, but the thing was fast, which was remarkable given how many limbs it had. The Spartan scurried past Shellex even as Rothchild managed to hit it with several arrows. The Spartan ignored the quills—and the archer for that matter. It raced forward with single-minded focus, clearly targeting Petula Cloudsweat. Losing their sorcerer this early would cut this dungeon dive short.

Dravena flew away from the top of the fountain, which mercifully hadn’t come alive. She led a bunch of spike flies away, but she wasn’t going to be able to help with the Spartan or any of the other candy centipedes.

Hellmutt was covered in the insects. Even as he ripped one apart, another would slash at his thick hide.

Shellex watched the bear tear the head off one centipede before barreling into another, his glowing talons rending chitin and sending black blood gushing across the floor.

It was chaos.

Then the awful fragrance of swamp gas and rotten eggs spread through the chamber. Though Shellex recognized the smell, it still made him almost throw up his lunch. The poisonous gas belched out of the skunk shifter, and it finally made the Spartan retreat, backpedaling all those legs right into Shellex.

The tortoise shifter hacked into the centipede with his giant bardiche. His blade went through several layers of candy before it found flesh. Black blood sprayed across the floor in an arc.

Spike flies dropped like mosquitoes in a bug zapper, the toxic gas exterminating them with extreme prejudice. Some of the spike flies even exploded from the atrocious smell.

The centipedes, likewise, recoiled from the stench of Petula Cloudsweat’s poisonous fog.

Petula grinned. “That was a stinky one. Can I light it on fire now, Mr. Aldabra?”

Shellex laughed. “Give me one second to protect our team.” The tortoise shifter dropped down to the floor and triggered one of his onyxback abilities. Apothos pulsed out from his core, creating a half-dome of powerful energy around them, drawing his party inward while blasting his enemies out of the protective circle.

With the members of Lupine Fury protected, Petula ignited her gaseous cloud around them. An enormous whoomp sent insects flying as orange and yellow filled the room. Everything not in the half-dome, and everything not dead from her poisonous gas, died in her inferno stink bomb.

A second later, the fire sputtered and went out, leaving behind a small army of buggy corpses and smoldering candy wallpaper that smelled like burnt marshmallows.

It was total destruction.

Amazingly, the candy centipede Spartan stirred. The creature righted itself, retracted the blades protruding from its arms, and went running away on its many legs, leaving behind a trail of black blood. Most of its armor had been melted off in the explosion. Jawbreakers might be super hard, but they were also made of sugar, and sugar melted.

Petula could provide those oven-like temperatures, and she wasn’t even sweating.

The skunk shifter smiled shamelessly. “I’m glad I ate those raw onions for breakfast.”

Dravena flew to the exit, which was located beyond the reception desk. The doors were all on fire. Since she had a Ring of Fire Protection, she was able to simply walk right through them, even as one of the doors fell off its hinges and clattered onto the ground.

“Come on! It’s hard to breathe! Must keep going! Keep on! Keep on!” Dravena squawked.

She wasn’t wrong.

Shellex cast another protection spell so he could push away the doors on fire, clearing a path forward for his team.

Rothchild and Petula hurried through the flames, followed by the hulking figure of the werebear in the great golden helm. Hellmutt limped from his wounds. The candy centipedes had ripped into him but good. Rothchild had also been wounded in the battle, as had Shellex, who had deep wounds on his face from the spike flies.

However, they’d defeated the Reception Room without losing anyone.

He knew his party was a little shaken by the encounter with the hideous receptionist and its monster pals, but not Shellex. He had years of experience and he’d seen such tactics before—occasionally, dungeon cores would push the hard stuff up front to scare away raiders. Then things got easier the farther down you went because they’d front-loaded the dungeon. It was a bluff charge, meant to intimidate and run raiders off.

Even if that wasn’t the case, Shellex wasn’t going to turn around now. He didn’t much care about a few diamond cocoons and jeweled butterflies. They would help Dravena advance, but that was a secondary benefit. He and the Lupine Fury were there to suck the Celestial Node dry. To save their worlds. To improve their powers. To rid the world of another monstrous dungeon core. They would not be deterred, nor would they be defeated. This dungeon core had only hours left to live, whether it knew it or not.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
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Shellex Aldabra and the rest of Lupine Fury found themselves in a long corridor—four doors on the left and four doors on the right. All were a bright pink and looked exactly like bubblegum. A sign, canted at an odd angle, declared the corridor the “Delicious Hallway of Bubblegum Doorways.” Shellex wasn’t about to see if they were actually gum. He just hoped they didn’t lash out with stretchy tentacles.

Between the doors were alcoves, and each alcove hosted a different statue of the mushroom factory owner, showcasing him in various heroic poses that Shellex was having trouble taking seriously. The little toadstool fungaloid looked too cute and happy. However, appearances could be deceiving, especially in a dungeon.

Dravena squinted. “I’ll check out the left, but the way is likely to the right. To the right! Mark my words, mammals! Come on, Shellex! Only mammals should get hurt. You and I are too good! Too good!” It was a lot of words and a lot of squawking.

Shellex had a bandage from his satchel wrapped snugly around his head. “Scout ahead, Dravena! But be careful. The centipede receptionist got away. I would imagine we might run into him again—unless he’s bleeding to death somewhere. We can only hope.”

The crow woman fluttered off down a hallway, the eyes above her beak darting left and right. Her daggers dangled from both belt and bandolier.

The tortoise turned to take care of his wounded.

Hellmutt’s helm flashed, and his wounds were healed. “I am very shocked by that battle. It is a miracle, Leiblings, that someone vasn’t killed. I find this place shocking. Very very shocking. Everything is so absurdly ridiculous, yet deadly. Shocking! Danke Schoen, Petula, for providing us a much-needed escape. However unsavory.”

The skunk woman giggled. “Savor it, Mr. Bear, because I’m stinky with victory.”

Rothchild had a bad gash on his upper chest. “That battle was a rough one. I’m glad I have my porcupine quills. Otherwise, a bug would’ve eaten me. I could do with a little healing. Hellmutt, care to help me out?”

Ugh, he talked so slowly.

Hellmutt trundled over and looked at the blood oozing down the porcupine shifter’s chest.

The werebear gave it a few sniffs before moving over to study Shellex’s face. “Shellex is more strategically important, Liebling. His vound isn’t as bad, but I shall heal him vith that in mind. Then I shall save my services for more dire times.”

“Oh, come on,” Rothchild complained slowly. “We mammals should stick together. And it really hurts!”

Petula pulled out a bottle of green fluid. She handed it to the porcupine shifter. “Sip this. It’ll help a little. But only a little. And it won’t taste good.”

Rothchild sipped it. His wound closed, though it stayed an ugly red color, clearly infected. He gave the vial back to the skunk girl with an appreciative nod.

She gazed at the wound. “Wait until the pus comes. It heals. But it also infects. I like the smell of infection. Is that wrong?”

Rothchild slowly closed his eyes. “Great. So I stop bleeding. But I risk death. And I smell. This is depressing. Let’s keep on.” Long pause. “Going.”

Hellmutt touched Shellex. When that great helm glowed, the tortoise shifter felt all of his wounds heal. He’d had a headache, but that was gone now, too.

They didn’t need a cleric because they had the huge werebear and his helmet.

Dravena came soaring back into the corridor as Hellmutt finished his work. “Left is offices and filing cabinets. Might’ve found a bit of loot but not a lot. Let’s go right, right, right!” She landed and gave Rothchild’s wound a long look. “Ouch. Glad I’m not hurt, you dumb mammal.”

The porcupine shifter’s quills bristled in frustration. “Shellex, you go first. Are we not going?”

The tortoise shifter stuffed his bloody bandage back into his satchel. “We are. Sorry, Rothchild, but the bear decides who he heals.” In the end, Shellex knew the porcupine shifter’s life wasn’t all that important. He was expendable. Petula, though, was another story.

Rothchild scowled. “Great. That’s just.” Long pause. “Great.”

Petula sent a cloud of glowing stink down a hallway to give them light. Shellex tried to breathe through his mouth to avoid the stench. Gah! That was even worse. Now, the nasty taste filled his mouth instead. There was simply no winning sometimes.

Dravena was right behind Shellex as they made their way down a hallway. There was more wallpaper showing more paintings of happy children eating candy, but the farther down the corridor they went, the more demonic the children began to look. Their teeth were rotten. Their skin was a sickly gray as the first signs of decay started to show. The candies had little faces that seemed to be screaming for help. It was creepy.

Would those paintings come alive? Shellex had once run a dungeon with living paintings. It got so bad that he’d had Petula fry every room before they entered. She’d prepped by eating day-old Bharooshian burritos they’d bought off a street vendor before entering the Hell-Oh Portal.

Dravena grabbed Shellex’s wrist. “Those dumb mammals can’t know, but I found a little treasure.” From a pouch, she pulled a Chrysalis Jewel and held it for a second in a feathery fist before secreting it away again. “I’ll split it with you.”

The crow woman’s black eyes glinted.

Shellex sighed. “Let’s just survive this first. The mammals aren’t so bad.”

“Porky’s gonna die!” Dravena tried to whisper it, but ended up cawing that last word. She giggled, before taking to wing and flying down the passageway, breaking ranks as usual. Shellex wasn’t going to stop her. He knew where she kept her loot. If she died, he’d get that diamond-studded cocoon. Let her take all the risks she wanted.

The tortoise shifter went through the archway and into an underground cavern. There were four more archways—all the corridors connected the Delicious Hallway of Bubblegum Doors to what a sign claimed was the Grand Cavern Staircase and Fun Land.

The cavern looked like the top of a toddler’s birthday cake. There were ruby red rock stalactites hanging from the ceiling, looking sharp and deadly and recently licked.

A stairwell coated in a thick layer of frosting descended down through the cavern. Sugar crystal green moss filled the gaps between the stairs and the rock candy walls.

Surrounding the base of the cakey staircase was a moat of bubbling black goo, which ever so slowly ate away at bits of candy and cake. The moat was fed by a snaking river of chocolate that curved out of view. Way down at the bottom, Shellex could see a candy boat moored on a lollipop dock, which jutted out into the brown river. He didn’t like the look of that boat, not one bit.

The Lupine Fury had avoided the black goo in the reception room, and they needed to do the same thing here. That muck looked dangerous.

Shellex could worry about the sludge and the boat later. For the time being, they had to focus on getting past the odd staircase. This was another kill room, without a doubt.

He started down the steps, gripping his ax.

The frosting under his boots was like half-frozen mud. It was holding him up for now, but he figured it would turn to sludge at some point. Those stalactites were also going to drop, and at the worst possible moment. The signs were all there.

Rothchild Sharps followed with his bow ready. He was pale, fighting through the pain of infection.

Petula took two steps in the cake, then made a face. “My shoes are getting dirty.” She giggled as she let out a long squeak of flatulence. A smelly patch of low-clinging ground fog appeared in front of her. She stepped onto the stink, which was potent enough to physically support her weight. That way, she could ride down the stairwell on her own cloud.

Meanwhile, Dravena flew high above the stairs, weaving in and out of the stalactites. She chittered and cawed and then yelled, “Dropsies! Dumb dropsies! Of course, of course, of course! Dropsies dropping! And enemies!”

The stalactites broke free from the ceiling with a thunderous crack and fell like oversized spears.

Petula swept her stink cloud out from under her feet. She flung it up with a flick of her tail, expanding it as it drifted upward so that it covered her teammates.

The stalactites smashed against the stinky shield spell, though it meant Petula wound up knee-deep in cake. No, not just cake, but a cake trap—white frosting-covered, deep, yellow cake that was blisteringly hot. Shellex, likewise, found himself knee-deep in undercooked cake, but thanks to his scaly exterior the heat was little more than a nuisance. Not so for poor Petula. She howled in a combination of anger and discomfort. She was mad. Furious.

Good. An angry skunk was a dangerous skunk, and they needed Petula at her best.

From hidden caves came a host of huge moths, which fluttered down on dusty wings. Their eyes glowed. Their antennae were barbed whips of suffering. Their legs ended in sharp chitinous spikes. Those things looked like battle moths, created for one purpose—death.

The moths would’ve been bad, but they weren’t alone. On their backs were pint-sized mushroom warriors covered in the speckled jawbreaker armor, like the receptionist had worn. Instead of spiked arm weapons, these little mushroom warriors carried long white-and-green spears. The smell of mint joined Petula’s stench, which somehow made everything worse.

Dravena flung daggers into the back of a mushroom warrior, killing the creature without much trouble at all. They had strength in numbers, but they were weak overall. The crow woman touched down on the back of one of the battle moths and drove her biggest dagger into the thing’s head. She leapt off the corpse as it went crashing down into the cake.

Shellex couldn’t watch long, because he found himself under attack. A wintermint spear stabbed into his shoulder, and his whole arm went numb from the cold. That was bad. What wasn’t so bad was that a minty-fresh taste filled Shellex’s mouth. That helped get Petula’s yuck off his tongue, and it made the whole place smell so much better. So it was a lose/win kind of situation.

Before his attacker could flutter off, Shellex bashed the moth out of the air with his ax, killing it and throwing the rider.

The mushroom man was light enough that he didn’t sink into the frosting. Instead, he skated across it, spear raised, coming at the tortoise shifter with remarkable speed.

Shellex prepped himself for another minting—

A flurry of quill arrows peppered the mushroom warrior, dropping him in seconds.

That settled it. If the porcupine archer survived the battle, Shellex would force Hellmutt to heal him. It was the least he could do.

As for the werebear, he had rushed down the steps like an avalanche until he, too, was mired in the oven-hot cake. But like Shellex, his hide was so thick that he barely seemed to feel the heat. He was also big enough to get most of his bulk up and out of the overly sweet pastry. He opened his fanged mouth and unleashed his breath weapon, a blast of pure destructive Apothos energy, gleaming as bright and golden as his claws and teeth. It struck a swooping moth and its rider, disintegrating them both on the spot.

Petula squeaked out another poisonous cloud, and with paws raised, she directed the gaseous blast into a cluster of their winged foes. Several moths passed out from the reek, though the mushrooms seemed largely unaffected. Shellex supposed that made a certain sense, considering the fungus men were creatures of rot and decay already. Without their mounts, however, they careened downward, slamming into the cake steps or landing in the brown, burbling bog.

A dozen enemies still remained.

They swooped down, a whirlwind of wings, antennae, and wintermint spears.

Shellex dove headfirst into the cake, taking the spears and moth legs on his shell. He was mostly unharmed, but one of the moths whipped his exposed neck with its barbed antennae. The pain lanced through his body and ignited a surge of rage within the tortoise shifter.

The instant the attack was over, Shellex rose up, blood and cake dripping from his neck. He chopped a mushroom man in two before reversing his grip and splitting the skull of a moth with his war ax.

Shellex knew that if they didn’t get down to those docks, all of them might die mired in the frosting.

Petula, once again, saved the day.

She ignited her stink cloud above them, and the room churned with fire. Before the preternatural blaze could consume them all, she conjured another shield cloud of stink. She shaped it into a wide slide that would take them over the burbling moat of black goo and down to the dock.

While the moths and their riders frantically tried to avoid the flaming cloud of death above, Shellex shouted orders. “Rothchild, Hellmutt, Petula! Ride that slide down to the bottom. Dravena, get to that boat, I’ll give you cover.”

None of his party argued, especially not the crow woman. She pirouetted in midair, folded her wings tight against her sides, and dove headfirst like a missile. She touched down on the boat before the rest of the party had even managed to get onto the slide. Not totally surprising, since Dravena cared about herself first and foremost.

There was simply no honor among thieves or dungeoneers.

The tortoise shifter thought about using his final form, the true expression of his tortoiseness, but no, things weren’t as dire as that.

Shellex did grow a foot taller and expanded his shell out a few feet, to really block the attacks, as the rest of his party went sliding down Petula’s stink cloud all the way to the bottom of the cavern and onto the lollipop docks.

Then Shellex leapt onto his back and careened down faster than all of them. At the last minute, Petula drew her cloud back to her, and Shellex skidded through the thick frosting and molten cake until the friction finally stopped him.

He flipped onto his arms and legs and scurried across the millions of lollipops that composed the dock. A few of the paper sticks poked him, but they were more annoying than dangerous. That was a mistake on the part of the dungeon core—those paper sticks should’ve been spikes.

Shellex made it onto the boat with Rothchild firing quill after quill; he had an infinite number of arrows thanks to his porcupine powers. Hellmutt roared, launching out another lance of golden energy. Lastly, Petula took out a few more of the moths with another inferno stink bomb.

Dravena quickly unmoored them, and the candy boat went sweeping down the chocolate river, caught in an unseen current.

As they traveled, Shellex noticed three things. One, the boat was made from a million little round candies, all glued together. Two, the chocolate river seemed like it was as hot as magma still in the tube. And, three, at the front of the boat stood a statue of a tall, slender mushroom woman holding a wintermint spear. She hadn’t attacked them, so she was probably just a statue, like the statue in the fountain back in the reception room. Still, the figure put a bad feeling in the pit of the tortoise shifter’s belly.

The longer she didn’t move, the more they ignored her.

The chocolate river carved its way through the face of the rock candy. As they drifted farther and farther from the cake room, the walls began to shift and change color, going from rusty red to a kaleidoscope of greens and blues, violets, pinks, and oranges. The tunnel wasn’t growing any narrower, but they had to be careful. There had to be a trap on the boat somewhere.

Shellex needed his team healthy. He pointed a claw at Rothchild. “Hellmutt, heal that porcupine. Now!”

“Vhat of your vounds, Leibling?” the werebear asked.

Shellex shrugged. “I’ll be fine. Just heal him.”

“Thank my sharp butt,” Rothchild cursed. “I’m not”—gulp—“feeling too well.”

Suddenly, Shellex wasn’t either.

They had Petula’s glowing death perfume to light the way, but the colors of the ceiling weren’t right. The candy glowed too brightly and Shellex felt dizzy. Suddenly, it was like he could hear the colors. Or see faces in the skunk shifter’s smells.

“Are you all feeling…” Shellex started to say.

Dravena was up at the bow, holding onto the mushroom woman statue for dear life. “Drugs! Drugs! Drugs! Gimme drugs, drugs, drugs. Taking your life away?”

She fell onto her back, laughing.

Shellex joined her in laughing. He wasn’t sure why, but something was absolutely hilarious.

Hellmutt roared and danced, which made the entire boat sway.

Petula nearly fell into the lava chocolate because she was cackling like a madwoman, clutching at her sides as tears streamed down her cheeks.

Shellex wasn’t sure what was going on, but it was pretty clear that Dravena was right. Drugs were involved. Lots of drugs. Well, if they did all die, at least they’d die laughing, he thought. Then he laughed even harder.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
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Logan had been worried about Mariah being stationed on the Good Ship Smartie. However, the Lupine Fury still hadn’t realized that she wasn’t a statue. Nor did they discover Inga’s Golden Centipede Spartan hiding away in a secret compartment on the boat. A Kurrybooboo had healed him, but they were saving him for the final battle.

Inga had finally come up with an unofficial name for Roy Boy, her Golden Centipede floor boss—Roy the Receptionist. Logan wondered whether they would realize that Mariah was the source of the narcotic spores before it was too late.

But no, as the ride progressed, the narcotic spores spread, taking a stranglehold on the various members of the Lupine Fury. They didn’t realize what was happening until the porcupine archer tumbled off the boat and into the chocolate river. That mocha stream was so hot, he was dead in an instant from the sheer heat. Then again, inhaling melted chocolate probably wasn’t good for you either.

That sobered up the surviving dungeoneers quickly, and they bailed off the boat before it went crashing down rapids beyond the Gummy Bear Docks, a complete pier made of the gummy material, right down to the lamps lighting the way. Not that they needed to provide light, since the weird skunk girl could do that herself. She also provided their way off the boat. She literally lifted her leg, and they were able to walk off the boat across her odiferous cloud.

Logan was kind of amazed. <I can’t believe the most powerful person in that party is the one who farts the most.>

<That is not the source of her power,> Inga insisted.

Logan wasn’t going to argue the point, but he was right.

Logan and Inga had gotten rid of the archer, but there were still four very powerful dungeoneers they had to deal with. All of them had to be B-Class at least, and there was a good chance that the skunk shifter was actually A-Class. Her power set seemed nearly limitless.

The turtle guy—Inga insisted he was tortoise, since he was land-dwelling, but Logan argued that they’d need to take a closer look to confirm—wasn’t taking any chances.

Shellex had Petula fill the Enchanted Candy Forest with her poisonous gas. That killed Inga’s cool gummy-armored spiders, lying in wait on their cotton candy webs, even before the skunk ignited the flammable gas, which seemed to be her signature move. A cloud of churning fire rolled through the cavern, scorching anything it touched.

In a bubble of Shellex’s shield magic, the Lupine Fury made their way through the smoldering forest blaze, stepping around all the black husks of the dead spiders, curled in on themselves. As a last-ditch effort, Logan and Inga unleashed the jawbreaker boulder traps on either side of the forest. Perfectly round boulders—ten tons apiece—came crashing and smashing through the flames, but the raiders avoided them easily. It was very disappointing, especially when Dravena Molt laughed at how bad the boulder traps were. Ouch.

Studying dungeoneers was one thing, but experiencing them directly was another, especially since Logan and Inga could feel every inch of the dungeon. Yes, that Petula Cloudsweat was dangerous, which was why they’d aimed Roy Boy the Receptionist at the sorceress of stench during the lobby attack.

Logan could also inhabit the bodies of their minions. He’d been in the reception room as a centipede when they’d come out of the walls. He’d inhabited the form of one of his Skullcap Waddlers, riding astride a moth monster, hurling spears at the dungeoneers wallowing in the cake below. And he’d been inside a forest spider when Petula’s inferno had incinerated his many-legged body. That had been a truly unfortunate experience, but Rockheart’s torturous training had served him well. It wasn’t the first time Logan had been burned to a crisp.

Worse yet, both Mariah and Roy Boy the Receptionist were trapped on the other side of the forest fire. They’d gotten off the Good Ship Smartie at the secret dock and used the secret passageway to slip into the forest, but they couldn’t get past the magical fire.

Petula had some powerful Ignis Apothos all right.

Logan’s guardian form now waited with his three spore wargs in tow. Like the rest of the creatures in the candy dungeon, his puppies had been upgraded, but not in their usual way. Noodle, Booker, and Peach were all covered in the jawbreaker armor, spiked for maximum damage, but Logan hadn’t been able to augment them with Blister Wart. Now he thought about them as his Jawbreaker Juggernaut Wargs. They whined in anticipation, tongues hanging out, ready for battle.

The last of Inga’s spike flies buzzed around her. A few Tsuki ants crawled across her shoulders. She was frowning. <I don’t think the Wintermint Hallway is going to stop them. Petula is just going to burn it all down, and Dravena is very adept at discovering our traps.>

There were two rooms off the Wintermint Hallway. One led to a minion room, where more of Logan’s waddlers waited, all clad in candy armor and carrying minty spears. They sat on top of Inga’s giant centipedes. There were six of them in total—not a lot, all things considered—but if Mariah could saddle up Roy Boy, then that would be seven mounted warriors that could come to their aid.

Logan sighed. <We have the moonsand quicksand trap in that room off to the left, but I agree. Dravena is going to figure that out quickly. Look at how she avoided your centipedes in the office rooms, and she still got the Chrysalis Jewels there.>

Inga adjusted her fedora nervously. <These raiders are rather fearsome, aren’t they?>

<What if we let the Lupin Fury get to Conveyor Belt Hell?> he asked, a devious thought flashing through his head. <If we did that, we could send the last of our minions to use the wintermint magic to extinguish the forest fire. Then, if it all works out, Mariah and Roy would be able to lead a charge into the raiders right when we need them the most.>

<It’s a gamble,> Inga sent after a second, <but it might be the only way. Should one of us stay near the pedestal? Just in case?>

Logan hated that this was all coming down to them protecting the inner sanctum. They wanted to survive, yes, but they also wanted to win a spot in the finals. He was pretty sure that Wintersylver would be fine. Like in the Crucible, she’d wipe out the dungeoneers way outside her inner sanctum.

He couldn’t think about that right now.

<No, Inga,> he finally sent. <We go out to meet them head-on. We’ve seen what they can do, and we know who’s the toughest. We take out Petula first, then the werebear. I mean, Hellmutt is kind of odd. None of the other shifters have transformed into actual animals, but the bear has been a bear the entire time. Might not matter. That helm is a really powerful magic item, without a doubt. You know, ‘Oso’ means ‘bear’ in Spanish. Hellmutt Oso. Hmm.>

<Are you musing, Logan? My goodness, we do not have time for your musings. We need to get out there.> Inga calmed herself. <I am sorry you won’t get your moment on your throne. I know you would’ve liked that.>

Logan shrugged. <I had my moment in the Crucible. I’m okay.>

With the new plan formed, they headed into action, Logan muttering a prayer that they were making the right choice.

Like they thought, Petula burned away the wintermint rocks in the hallway, which made the whole dungeon smell really good. Like a candy shop the week before Christmas. And Dravena, in her travels, easily spotted the quicksand trap and killed a few Tsuki ants with her daggers. How she saw the nearly invisible bugs, Logan had no idea, but the war for Wally Wanko’s Murder Factory was going to be fought to the death in Conveyor Belt Hell.

Logan and Inga quickly got into place, positioning themselves on different sides of the room.

Logan had crafted himself a little endogenous Apothos outfit—a tattered purple suit to match the statue in the reception room. He had the signature top hat, even though it didn’t work with his mushroom cap head. He also included the cane, but made it a flimsy rod of rotten wood. Then he rose up to his full height, nearly seven feet tall, a truly massive black mushroom monster. Instead of using his ruby shield, he opted for one of his silver short swords, thanks to his Ring of Blades. At the last second, he gave himself some jawbreaker armor, just to keep with the theme.

His guardian form waited next to a conveyor belt, which clanked and creaked as it wound around the room. Logan’s core gem still floated above the Game of Lollipops throne, so he could see the raiders as they stood on the platform overlooking Conveyor Belt Hell. From their vantage, Logan knew the raiding party would be able to see through all the machinery and into the inner sanctum, where the Gemstone Butterflies lazily flew over the Chrysalis Jewels gleaming on the floor, surrounded by candy mushrooms.

With a thought, Logan sent his Jawbreaker Juggernaut Wargs sneaking under the conveyor belts. The puppies moved in the shadows as they approached the viewing platform where the four dungeoneers waited, surveying the room.

The remaining members of the Lupine Fury were so engrossed in the whizzing Conveyor Belt Hell and enormous clanking machinery that they didn’t even notice the encroaching wargs.

Logan could only smile. Even if he and Inga didn’t make it into the finals, he was super proud of their candy dungeon.

Logan piloted his guardian form onto the massive conveyor system. He rode the belt right out into the middle of the room like an old western gunslinger making his grand entrance into the town square at high noon. Except, instead of a gunslinger, he was a walking, talking mushroom in a purple suit, piecemeal jawbreaker armor, and a top hat. So, really not the same at all. Didn’t matter—he felt like a gunslinger despite the optics.

His entrance was also the signal for his Kurrybooboos. The small, adorable fungaloid creatures were tucked away in nooks and crannies throughout the room. They stole forward on silent feet, quickly adding explosive candy to the conveyor belts. The little mushroom healers all wore outfits that matched Logan’s, and of course, instead of white, he’d made them orange, which went well with all the purple.

Logan rode the moving walkway until he could hop off to the side, in the middle of the machinery. He made sure his voice boomed across the room. “Who dares to dare to pay me a visit? We have lawyers and lawsuits and contracts against such a thing! You’ve come to point and laugh! You’ve come to gossip and gripe! You’ve come for my sweet, sweet treasures, but you won’t get them! I’m Wally Wanko, and this is my Murder Factory! Where I make murder!”

“You’re being so redundant, Liebling!” Hellmutt Oso roared from the platform.

“I am being redundant!” Logan called out. “I’m also being a distraction.”

Inga had been waiting on the side, lost in a dark little alcove below the platform where the raiders stood. Inga hadn’t looked like Inga, though, because she’d been in a cocoon, growing into her ultimate form.

With the raiders gazing upon Logan cosplaying a very strange Willy Wonka, all rights reserved, the Lunar Mothress burst out of her cocoon. She was twenty-four feet of metal, legs, and mandibles. As C-Class, she’d been half as long. As B-Class, her Metamorphosis monster shape had doubled in size and tripled in might. What wasn’t gleaming chrome was jawbreaker candy armor. She reared up, letting out a monstrous kaiju-like bellow while at the same time shedding spike flies and Tsuki ants, which rained down onto the surprised adventurers.

That wasn’t all. Inga opened her mouth and barfed out a storm of black wasps that swept into the raiders and immediately tried to burrow into their skin. This was her Insect Infection in action. The raiders were caught completely off guard. They’d come expecting to fight off one dungeon guardian but were now face-to-face with two. They batted at the stinging black wasps and tried to cover their eyes and noses and mouths to prevent the insects from digging in.

The Jawbreaker Juggernaut Wargs took the opportunity to strike, leaping from conveyor belt to conveyor belt until they could jump onto the viewing platform.

Dravena was the first to see the danger and tried to fly away, but Inga lurched forward and chomped down on the crow woman, slicing her in two with sharpened, sword-like mandibles.

They were down to three of the raiders, but those three were the worst of the worst.

Hellmutt used his golden breath energy attack to melt the candy armor off Inga and push her back, making her shriek in pain. Noodle lunged for Hellmutt, but the bear turned, lightning-quick, and lashed out with a meaty paw, decapitating the warg with his magic claws.

Shellex roared—very un-tortoise like—and sank his ax into the back of Booker, ending the warg’s life. The tortoise shifter then dropped his ax and turned, showing Logan his shell. A wave of shield energy emanated from Shellex, instantly repelling the mass of swarming insects, pushing them outside the protective bubble he’d conjured. That included Princess Peach. The warg yelped as invisible hands shoved her away.

Then Petula farted out a death cloud of fire and poison, clearing the air of insects and turning Peach into doggy charcoal.

The inferno blast of fire also wrecked a section of the conveyor belt. Sprockets sproinged, the conveyor belts buckled, and explosive candy went flying. Random explosions filled the air.

Well, that didn’t go as planned. All of Logan’s Jawbreaker Juggernaut Wargs were dead without taking even a single dungeoneer down with them.

Worse yet, Shellex took three steps, running, and transformed in midair, changing from huge turtle man into gigantic tortoise, as big as Inga, but wider and much heavier. The ultimate tortoise seized the ultimate metallic uber worm by the throat and began to toss her around like a rottweiler with a sock.

Logan hadn’t seen that coming. Some of the conveyor belt was still working, and he raced down a section, picking up a couple Kurrybooboos as he went. They clambered onto his shoulder.

He smelled vileness, and he knew that Petula was trying to kill him with poison, but he was equal parts Morta and Toxicus, and he loved poison like he liked shriveled apples, green lunchmeat, and Penicillium molds—principally P. chrysogenum and P. rubens.

His Kurrybooboos didn’t have that same immunity, and the little guys started coughing. Before the poison gas could get them, Logan hurled two of the mushroom healers across the room, right onto Inga, where they started to cure her wounds while she fought the giant turtle.

Explosions continued to pop off here and there, shaking the walls of the candy-covered dungeon.

Logan flew through them, propelled ever onward by his advanced Pneumacity power. He reached the platform and hacked into the werebear with his silver sword. Hellmutt hacked back, his strikes oddly graceful considering his size.

Logan lost his left arm to a vicious swipe of the bear’s magical golden claws, glowing brightly. A second later, Logan felt heat, and he turned.

There was Petula, with her back to him, tail raised to deliver a killing blow. She’d lifted up her black-and-white robes, and suddenly he was staring down a flaming sphincter.

He dropped his silver sword and summoned the ruby shield from his Ring of Pockets, just in time to catch the javelin of fire that exploded from the skunk’s backside. Still, the blast hit like a wrecking ball and threw him off the platform and onto the floor. He was hurt. His head was spinning from the agony of his burns.

He had hoped that his Replicate ability would turn the severed arm into a spore warg, but that didn’t seem to be happening. That was one bit of disappointment.

Another? For a second, Inga seemed to be doing well against the giant tortoise, healed by the Kurrybooboos and nimbly avoiding the giant shelled beast’s snapping head with her Dust Dodge ability. Around her swirled a glowing cloud, which made Shellex blink and miss his attack. But he was so much bigger, he merely jumped on her, and her Lepidopteral Reflexes failed her. Explosive candy went off her in face, and a good chunk of her body was entangled in the flapping conveyor belt.

With her Crescent Moon Mayhem, she had resistance against certain Apothos attacks, but nothing was going to stop that sharp tortoise beak from chomping down on her head, legs, and shoulders. And yet, every time Shellex latched on with his beak, he would glow from the damage he was inflicting. Cuts and bruises appeared on his scales, and his shell cracked, but it still held. He was getting hurt attacking her, thanks to her Lunar Phase Augmentations, but even that fancy bit of Lunarmancy wasn’t going to be enough to save her.

How in the world were they going to get out of this one?


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
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Through sheer determination, Logan pulled himself up from the floor, body mangled, pain beating at his senses like a drum. He stood in the middle of the pile of broken conveyor belt parts. Hellmutt and Petula were on the platform above, looking down smugly while their tortoise friend tried to rip Inga’s throat out.

Logan had to help her. He was missing an arm, and they were badly outnumbered and outmatched, but he couldn’t just give up and quit. There was too much on the line—his friend most of all. He lumbered into motion like a slow-moving freight train, picking up more and more speed with every step. A jagged bolt of golden light rushed toward him, courtesy of Hellmutt, but he narrowly managed to get his ruby shield up in time to deflect the breath attack. A second later, a foul smell smacked him in the nose like a closed fist.

This was not a case of whoever smelt it, dealt it, because he knew the source—the smirking skunk woman above.

She was about to turn the air around him into a blast furnace, and as a fungaloid, Logan was not a big fan of fire. Like, at all. It destroyed his wonderful spores and gave him such a headache.

Then a squeaky, high-pitched voice filled the air. “Centipede cavalry to the rescue!” It was Mariah, astride Roy Boy, the candy-covered Spartan centipede.

Mariah and Roy Boy, along with six more minions, charged onto the platform, bowling into the werebear and the wereskunk, knocking both into the explosions and bucking conveyor belts below. A few Kurrybooboos lobbed explosive candy at the Lupine Fury from a safe distance.

Mariah and Roy Boy closed the distance to Shellex, and she drove her spear into a crack in the giant tortoise’s shell with a high-pitched battle cry. The spear wasn’t just sharp, but being crafted from peppermint also gave it a frost-based enchantment. As the spear lodged firmly in the crack, fingers of ice appeared, rapidly spreading outward across the shell. Shellex had no choice but to wheel on his attacker, turning his back on Inga for the time being.

Mariah’s squeak rose above the din. “Lupine Fury? Why Lupine? You don’t have any freakin’ werewolves!”

“We have wolves in our hearts!” Shellex roared in response. He snapped Mariah in two with his teeth.

She let out a last squeaking ramble. “‘It is a far, far better thing that I do, than I have ever done; it is a far, far better rest that I go to than I have ever known.’”

She was being overly dramatic. Logan could summon her up again without a problem.

Roy Boy, now riderless, rose up on his dozen legs and sliced into the tortoise with his six sword arms. Shellex’s troubles were only beginning. Inga latched onto the giant tortoise’s neck, trying to chew through his tough scales to get at the arteries underneath. Logan could only assume that turtles and tortoises had some kind of carotid artery.

Meanwhile, the other members of the fungal-insect cavalry came rushing down from the platform to engage both Hellmutt and Petula.

The skunk sent a putrid, roiling stink cloud straight into the oncoming bugs. The telekinetic force ripped off waddler heads and flung giant centipedes to the side. Their armor did well against slashing, but the concussive blast took most of them out.

Petula was suddenly lost in a cloud of poisonous gas. No one would be able to get through to her. Then she turned that cloud black, complete darkness, so anyone entering wouldn’t be able to see.

Darkness and poison… Well now, Logan loved both.

He dropped his shield and resummoned his silver sword. One-armed, he raced right into the heart of darkness.

“Yikes!” Petula giggled. “Giant mushroom man! Can’t use fire ’cause he’s too close! Maybe this smell will knock you back a step or two, mushroom man.”

The next noise she made sounded suspiciously like someone suffering from a parasitic infection writhing around inside their lower intestines. Logan wasn’t going to ponder that diarrheal song for long. As for the smell? Meh. He’d smelled worse. Heck, he’d eaten worse-smelling things for breakfast. And he could see just fine because he didn’t need light. While he couldn’t use his spores to do much on Sucrosia, he could use them to see.

A second later, he drove his sword in Petula’s chest.

He sniffed. “Smells like victory to me, Petula Cloudsweat.”

“That’s my line!” She let out a gurgling giggle, her eyes wide in surprise, as her legs gave out and her body dropped to the ground. She’d been the most dangerous opponent by a mile, but physically she was about as sturdy as a single sheet of toilet paper. The skunk woman was still giggling softly when her eyes slid shut and her Apothos rushed out, eager to rejoin the Tree of Souls.

In an eyeblink, the skunk shifter’s various clouds dissipated.

Logan turned to see the giant turtle shrinking into a very dead man, who looked human enough, except for the fact that his skin was a dark, waxy green.

Inga transformed back into her normal body. Mariah was dead, but Roy Boy was still there, and he stayed close to his Mothress as they moved across the ruins of Conveyor Belt Hell.

Hellmutt Oso was the last raider alive, and he was completely surrounded. He stood with his claws raised in surrender. “Bitte, Lieblings, let me live. You don’t know vhat I am. I vill tell you, if you let me live.”

Logan strode up. A Kurrybooboo leapt onto his back, lending him a burst of Apothos and healing his missing arm. It itched, but at the same time, it kind of felt good, as he regrew the limb.

“And what are you?” Logan asked.

<Don’t trust him,> Inga warned. <We’ve come too far to be defeated by a treacherous werebear.>

After everything they’d seen, Logan wasn’t sure Hellmutt actually was a werebear at all.

Hellmutt whipped off his helmet and tossed it to Logan. The minute the helm was off, the bear slumped back on all fours, roared, and then retreated. It found a stray candy and licked it off the floor, then went meandering off, sniffing at things as it passed.

Holding the helmet, Logan heard a very loud voice in his head. <You vill put me on now, mushroom man! I shall own your body and your mind. I vill call myself El Hongo.>

For reasons Logan couldn’t quite understand, donning the helmet sounded like a very cool idea. Plus, El Hongo was an awesome name. His eyelids felt heavy, his limbs numb. Suddenly, he found himself on autopilot, slowly lowering the helmet onto his head.

Pain flooded through his body, sharp and cold, as one of Roy Boy’s razor-sharp limbs severed Logan’s arm above the elbow.

The mushroom man stumbled back, glancing between Roy Boy and his arm, laying on the floor, hand wrapped around one of the evil helmet’s horns.

“What the heck?” Logan protested. “I just regrew that arm!”

“We had to snap you out of its spell,” Inga said, positioning herself between Logan and the helmet. “It was enchanting you, ensnaring your mind. Thanks to our bond, I felt it the second his magic started to corrupt your thoughts. Don’t you see, Hellmutt never was a shifter, not like the others? That was merely a regular bear possessed by a very powerful and very cursed artifact. Had you put it on, only Hellmutt would remain. We should’ve guessed as much from the beginning, considering the name, but we had a lot going on.”

Huh. It was kinda on the nose in hindsight.

The helmet lay on the floor, glowing, until the light faded.

That was just a ruse, Logan knew. Hellmutt would still be around, waiting to take control of whoever picked him up. They’d have to find a way to safely dispose of the helmet.

Inga turned to him. She had a weary smile on her face. Her antennae drooped. <Well, let’s get these bodies into your digestion pit. We are victorious, for now, but we might end up facing another set of raiders yet. Let’s hope not, not until we can get healed up and reset the dungeon.>

Logan took in a deep breath. He didn’t smell any sign of Petula. All he smelled was the sweet, sweet scent of life itself. And some of the leftovers of the explosive candy.

[image: ]


No other raiders came.

After some debate, Logan tossed the cursed helmet into one of his digestion pits. He’d been a little worried about the curse being transferred to him—or hopefully some beneficial skill—but in the end, he only got a good dose of Apothos from it. It went down like a jalapeno popper.

Logan spent the rest of the week digesting the Lupine Fury and working with Inga to tweak the dungeon. They hid the stalactites in the Grand Cavern Staircase and Fun Land, so dungeoneers wouldn’t see them. They also added a moonsand and Tsuki ant trap to the Enchanted Candy Forest.

By Sunday at noon, they had as much Apothos as when they started. But one of the best parts was when Dia Betty, the Arcanus Confectionary Mage, returned and toured their dungeon, marveling over their creation. She absolutely loved it and gave Logan and Inga a kiss and two gift baskets before they left. Betty was the best.

Logan was dying to know their score, but that would have to wait.

He and Inga headed through the BYE portal and back into the Arena Suprema, where they both stopped and stood in horror.

The crowds filling the huge arena weren’t cheering. They were silent as the grave.

Everyone stared on in a mixture of shock, dread, and morbid fascination as broadcast footage streamed into the stadium through a series of enchanted video crystals. Much of it was replay and highlight reels—Logan saw a clip of himself savagely impaling Petula with his sword. Some of the footage was also live. Dungeoneers had hit Lorena Quartz’s dungeon the day the semifinals were supposed to end.

Logan and Inga watched with the stunned crowd as Lorena Quartz was forced up against the sandy pedestal of her crystal dungeon on Twilittia. A scarlet-cloaked figure elbowed her across the face and dropped her to the ground. She wheezed, guardian form badly broken. The raider planted a white-booted foot on her chest, then reached down and effortlessly plucked her gem from her crystal belly. He crouched, holding the gemstone right in front of Lorena’s face. Then with a gruff laugh, he cracked her gem. Raw Apothos rushed out in a cloud, flowing into his body while her eyes flickered, the life draining out.

Nearby, Marko fell to his knees, tears running down his furry cheeks. “Lorena! No!”

There was a burst of static as the video crystal feed guttered and died. One of Twilittia’s critical Celestial Nodes had just failed. The world would die. But that wasn’t all.

There was video footage of the same crimson-caped raider killing three other contestants—Woody Bone Splinters, Tommy Bugnutt, and Britta Scary. It was like that particular dungeoneer knew all about the interschool tournament and had gone from world to world, cracking cores and draining nodes.

The only other survivor, Wintersylver Gracefreeze, watched the footage like everyone else.

There was something off about Wintersylver, though. Maybe Logan was imagining things, but it almost looked like she was fighting to suppress a small grin. Then, she cried. But there was something off about that, too. If Logan didn’t know any better, he would’ve sworn that she was faking it. In that moment, Logan hated the White Wyrm.

Sure, she knew she was going to the finals, but she shouldn’t be smiling about it. Not right then. Four dungeon cores were dead, and at least one of those worlds would die as a result.

Treacle came over and put his two big hands on their shoulders. “Welcome back. The dungeon you created. That world. All that candy.” The big minotaur shook his head as tears filled his eyes. “So many memories.”

He wiped away the tears with a crocheted hankie.

Logan was speechless. Everyone was feeling a lot of emotions right then.

Treacle cleared his throat. “Anyway. I’m glad you survived.” He slung a big arm around Logan’s shoulder. “The raider hit Woody Bone Splinters, then Scary Britta. Marched right into the necropolis and went through her minions and traps like they were nothing. I was worried. Then he took out Tommy Bugnutt, and I thought for sure…” He trailed off. “Well, it doesn’t matter what I thought. I’m glad you and Inga made it.”

Logan was glad they’d survived as well, but for the moment all he could feel was shock and grief.

Who was that guy in the red cloak?


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
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Monday morning, Logan went out early to the Akros Coliseum, well before six AM. He hadn’t been sleeping anyway. The events of the previous day had made sleeping impossible. Even his moldy bed hadn’t been able to relax him.

He got into a meditation pose in front of Chadrigoth’s carbonite cocoon.

Logan was having trouble concentrating, though. From the footage, there was no question in his mind that this Lou Shador could easily have wiped out his and Inga’s dungeon had he shown up there. Even their score, as impressive as it was, didn’t mean much. The competition, other than Wintersylver, had all been removed. Although removed wasn’t quite right. More like exterminated.

The White Wyrm hadn’t been touched. Was that a bit suspicious? Maybe. And once again, she scored better than Logan and Inga, but not by much… only a few percentage points. They would be going up against her in the finals. If there were finals.

Logan’s score—98.45—was amazing. He and Inga got 100/100 for their Wow Factor, and their Apothos Usage was 105/100 because of all the excess energy they gained from digesting the cursed helmet and the dungeoneers. For the other three categories—Structural Economy, Minion Management, and Crafting—all were in the high 80s or mid-90s. They’d gotten a 95 in Crafting because of the various cool things they’d created for Wally Wanko’s Murder Factory.

Wintersylver had set a new interschool tournament record by getting a 98.55. She’d scored better on Structural Economy, Minion Management, and Crafting. That wyvern woman was unstoppable. Did she have help? Logan knew the truth—she didn’t need help. She was that rare dungeon core that was simply gifted, like Chadrigoth had been.

If only Chadrigoth would come out of his ascension cocoon. Logan knew the rules allowed him to pull in his friends for the final, and a full A-Class cultivator would be welcome, given the circumstances.

It all just might be wishful thinking anyway.

Benji Slaphero, the journalist, had grilled Shadowcroft and Lolozi Webbs about the possibility of cancelling the competition altogether because there was a good chance that Lou Shador would be on the hunt. And which dungeon would he hit? Probably not Wintersylver. While she maintained her innocence, word on the street was that she was the snitch. How else could those high-level dungeoneers hit not one, not two, but four of the competitors?

Something fishy was going on, and the only plausible explanation was that someone had leaked the info to Lou Shador and his crew.

Then again, people had been surprised at the power levels of the Lupine Fury. Logan and Inga had been given Wow points because they’d dealt so well with the flatulence of Petula Cloudsweat.

Logan sat in front of Chadrigoth, oddly soothed by the presence of the abyss lord trapped in the stone. Logan touched the Miami Vice sweatbands around his wrist. Not only did they stink, but that neon pink and green hurt his eyes. Logan, though, knew at some point they were going to be invaluable. He was keeping hope alive, even if it could be a challenge at times.

The fungaloid sighed. “Wish you were here, buddy, because I’d bring you in on the fun. Probably not going to happen. I’m wondering what you would think of all this.”

Logan suspected that the old Chadrigoth would’ve taken a very Shadowcroft view of things. He would laugh at the dungeon guardians who died because they were either weak or unlucky or both. However, the new Chadrigoth would’ve given Logan a hug and said something oddly encouraging.

Logan sat on the field with his legs crossed. It was a snowing a bit, and the field was covered in white. He sat with his twine, which was as big of a mess as ever. He thought he’d found the master strand, which would allow him to unravel the central knot, but he’d thought that before and had wound up disappointed.

As he worked, he felt the Apothos flowing from the field into his core, hitting his two cultivated knots perfectly. His core effortlessly cycled the energy, thanks to all the work he’d done with both Rockheart and the hippie snake professor from the year before. Both had taught him techniques—Boundless Wheel and the Radiant Serpent Under the Glowing Moon. Both had been critical in his success.

Once again, though, he sensed that he’d hit a plateau and he wasn’t sure how to move past it. He’d been B-Class, Rank 4, since last year, and he’d not gone up a single rank since. He’d also failed tying another knot in his core. Honestly, he’d done nothing but mess with a ball of stupid twine in hopes that Rockheart was Karate Kid-ding them. The longer he worked at it the more worthless it seemed, but he was convinced there had to be a reason. There had to be something at the center of the ball of twine just as there had to be something at the center of Treacle’s jawbreaker.

There had to be a reason for it all.

Okay. Maybe not Marko’s bathroom cleaning. That could simply be Rockheart messing with the satyr—it was no secret that the rector prime had a strong dislike for Marko. And maybe the academy simply needed Inga’s sharp mind for the audit. That would be cruel. Inga was at B-Class, Rank 10, and she hadn’t progressed either. It also wouldn’t be entirely out of character for the staff of the Academy.

Either way, it felt like they were all just spinning their wheels.

Logan couldn’t shake the dark thoughts. They’d done so well against the Lupine Fury! Their dungeon had been so good! Now, it felt empty.

Logan resumed his meditation, cycling the energy around and around in his core, pushing it effortlessly through the meridian channels that ran through his guardian form.

His concentration was broken by Marko’s shouts. “It’s obvious, right? This Lou Shador is working with the Zeta Ridiculans. It’s all a massive conspiracy to undermine the education system—if you can even call it education.”

Logan turned to see Inga and the goat man walking across the field with the minotaur in tow. Marko didn’t have his cleaning cart, but he was in his janitorial jumpsuit with his name tag on the breast. He basically wore it all the time these days. He said it was harder to talk to girls in Vralkag, but that was okay. He had a higher purpose now than partying.

Treacle had knitted himself a bright sarape, the colors reminiscent of Sucrosia. That was strange. Treacle hated candy.

Logan remembered how moved Treacle had been when they’d returned from their dungeon. It was probably just relief that they were alive.

As the trio reached Logan, Inga whirled on Marko. “We’ve got to do something about all these conspiracy theories. There are no Zeta Ridiculans! And while there were probably Spore Lords, they are not the cabal behind four of the dungeons being destroyed in the semifinals. Now, stop it.”

Marko’s eyes turned to slits as he squinted at her suspiciously. “Oh, you’d like that, wouldn’t you? How much are they paying you, Inga? Can you show me the receipts? You have enough of them. You’re not even hiding them anymore.”

“Why bother? You would only get more paranoid if I hid them.” Inga’s pockets were filled with receipts paper-clipped together, and she had an enormous tax code book tucked beneath one arm. The other eleven books in the set were currently stored in Logan’s Ring of Pockets. He didn’t mind, though he was worried about her. She seemed resigned to the impossible nature of the task, which was somehow worse than when she’d been actively fighting to dot every “i” and cross every “t.”

Treacle didn’t complain about the jawbreaker anymore, either. Was that a good sign? He rarely took it out. He was too busy clicking away on his crocheting. He seemed oddly withdrawn and contemplative. He seldom seemed to speak these days, and when he did it was in haiku as often as not. He’d also stopped talking completely about his off-world class, Mercy of Manifesting Armor, which was taught by the pacifist Professor Donald Crucible. Come to think of it, Professor Donny was probably really sad about the dead dungeon cores.

Inga cleared away some snow and laid down numerous colorful afghans that Treacle had crocheted. Logan found the ground fine.

Marko made a face. “I’m not paranoid. I’m well-informed,” he grumbled as Inga sat.

Logan kept absently picking at his twine. “She’s right, Marko. You’re worried about the Zeta Ridiculans and the Spore Lords—who probably aren’t even real—when Lou Shador is hunting down our friends. I’m not saying you’re wrong. All I’m saying is that we need to have our priorities in order. And speaking of the masked dungeoneer, I’m wondering what we’re going to talk about in our tournament class today. I think both Shadowcroft and Rockheart will be there.”

“Isn’t it obvious?” Inga asked. “They’re going to cancel the finals. There is no other option. After those cores got cracked.” She shivered, antennae drooping. “And the awards ceremony for the semifinals was so sad. They shouldn’t have had it at all. It was in terrible taste.”

“I dunno,” Marko said with a shrug, “I think the shrimp tasted fine. And I liked the theme, ‘Be Strong and Dungeon On.’ But you’re probably right.” Marko plopped down, holding a spray bottle in one hand, and a scrub brush in the other. Every so often, he’d spray something in his mouth. From the odor, it was more Blue Divine Philter. Was he using it as a cleaner as well? He closed his eyes and mimicked scrubbing with the scrub brush. It was a true wax on/wax off moment.

The satyr sighed. “I can’t stop thinking about Lorena Quartz. She had a heart made of crystal, fragile and beautiful. Her heart shattered. She is gone like the wind. Her crystal heart beats no more. Hey, Treacle, is that haiku enough for you?”

“No. You messed up all the syllables,” Treacle’s needles clicked, clicked, clicked. “That is not haiku. It is barely poetry.”

“I’m really upset, okay?” Marko said. “I liked Lorena. We hung out some. I’m not saying there was kissing, but I’m not saying there wasn’t kissing. For being crystalline, she had a certain softness.” The goat man shook his head. “You know how Melvin was strangely popular at Nightfall University?”

“Yeah,” Logan said. “I’m reminded every time I pass his statue on the way to my fungaloid class.”

“Well, Lorena was like that at Saudrian’s. She really shined. Professor Nicklewise cancelled classes this week because there’s going to be a memorial. Saudrian’s has its problems, but there is real community there.”

“Sorry about your clown school,” Logan said. He reached over and patted Marko’s shoulder reassuringly.

“Clown college. Whatever. We were going to do a pie unit. Throwing and receiving. But it’s fine.” Marko was clearly depressed.

And he wasn’t alone. Treacle morosely shoved his jawbreaker into his cheek. “Professor Zeggenerschwar is planning a field trip for his cultivation class to Necroscant before it crumbles away. It was one of the larger planet-wide necropolises in existence.”

Logan felt like a hypocrite, since he also felt so bad, but all of the negativity wasn’t helping them. “Let’s get to cultivating, okay?”

They all lapsed into silence as they concentrated on their Apothos flow. Logan couldn’t stop thinking that they were missing the boat on something. Something was off.

They ended the meditation early, got breakfast, and then made their way to Professor Suresh’s classroom—they weren’t meeting in a dungeon, just a normal classroom in the central castle.

On the way, Inga tried to make Treacle feel better. “We might miss out on seeing Necroscant, but Professor Zeggenerschwar is also going to be leading the field trip to the Crossworld Bazaar for all the third-years. And you have your off-world class at the Waldorf School of Strategic Learning.”

“You’re right,” Treacle admitted, raising his voice over the clicking of his crochet needles.

Marko walked behind them. He’d smacked his tuning fork against the wall and was listening to the vibrating audio crystal in his pocket. The Warning Bell’s annoying voice went on and on about the Spore Lords and the Deep Dark.

Inga pulled Logan close so they could talk without the others hearing. “We have to do something about the side effects of your Blue Divine Philter. It was supposed to help them cultivate better, since they’re C-Class, but I don’t think it’s doing anything. Except annoying me, that is. And the side effects are horrendous. Treacle with his endless crocheting and Marko with his conspiracy theories. It’s driving them mad, and for what?”

Both Logan and Inga had done some research, but they hadn’t found much.

Logan was at a loss. “Yeah, I don’t get it either. They should’ve advanced already. Looking back, C-Class seemed so easy. Nothing like B-Class. Marko is what, rank 2?”

“Indeed. And Treacle is stuck at rank 1, which is a crime. He’s a very good cultivator, and so powerful. I don’t understand why he hasn’t ascended to B-Class yet. None of it makes a lick of sense.”

Logan didn’t understand it either.

“Logan, we should go to your alchemy teacher,” Inga said. “Professor Ahrah-Koonem Gilligan. If anyone can give us an answer to our quandary, surely it’s him, isn’t it?”

Logan started sweating at the mere thought of his Brews, Beers, and Bubbles class. He heard the screams. He smelled sulfur. His stomach twisted. “Ahrah isn’t all right. Not all right at all. We can’t, Inga. Please. We can’t.”

Inga rolled her eyes. “He has office hours. Surely he can’t be as bad as you and Marko are making him out to be. We survived Rockheart, after all.”

Logan didn’t know what to say, except he was certain he didn’t want to go to Professor Gilligan. The very thought filled him with existential dread.

“Just give me a little more time,” he pleaded. “I’ll get my twine ball unraveled, we’ll see if they’re going ahead with the finals, and then we’ll get serious about helping Marko and Treacle. You know, my Mastering Mushrooms’ Magic might help.”

“Maybe.” Inga paused. “In the meantime, I’m wondering if we can use our Cruelty Incorporated class to find out more about Lou Shador. It is supposed to be about famous dungeoneers and the business of dungeoneering. I don’t expect Professor Kobold to do much, but he might. Having a genuinely helpful professor at Shadowcroft wouldn’t be the weirdest thing that’s ever happened here—though, admittedly, it might be in the top five.”

By the time they reached the doorway of their classroom, Logan was feeling marginally better. Right until he walked inside and saw that none of the other students were present. There were plenty of professors, though. Professor Suresh stood with three other dungeon guardians, one of which was Lolozi Webbs—the queenly spider and headmistress of Nightfall University. There was another arachnid core there, the dungeon accountant Weavelord, a tiny chihuahua-sized Drider in a tweed coat.

“Come in,” Headmaster Shadowcroft said from the front of the room. “We gave the First Cohort and the Ninth Circle the day off so we could talk with you about this upsetting turn of events. There is no way we can, in good conscience, continue the competition.”

Logan felt his heart drop. He’d known this was coming, but it still felt like a gut punch.

In walked Wintersylver Gracefreeze, in her more human form, though she still had the face and tail of a white dragon. She wasn’t even fully in the room before she made her thoughts known. “I heartily disagree. I want my chance to kill this Lou Shador for destroying my friends.”

“Plot twist!” Marko sputtered.


CHAPTER THIRTY
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Shadowcroft motioned for Logan to sit. Wintersylver was already in a desk next to Lolozi Webbs.

Professor Suresh’s white suit brought out the orange in his tiger stripes. A diamond necklace glittered around his neck. Equally as well dressed was Yullis Rockheart, though he had gone with formal red and black robes. He didn’t sit but stood hulking at the side of the room, grimacing.

Weavelord frowned as Lolozi Webbs raised her chin. Her eight legs rested in a web behind her. “I have to agree with Skip. Excuse me, Headmaster Shadowcroft.”

“Skip is fine,” the tree man said with a wave of a wooden hand. “Despite Yullis’ attire, I believe we can drop some of the formality here. First and foremost, we are comrades united in a single goal, to provide education for dungeon cores.”

“I agree completely,” Lolozi said, her webs vibrating. “Although I appreciate dear Wintersylver’s courage in the face of this tragedy, we cannot let our students be slaughtered by this maniac. If he found the locations of our semifinals, he most certainly will find the two cores who will be fighting in the finals. We’ve already lost enough promising young stars.”

Weavelord scurried up to stand on his desk. “That might not be case, Madam Headmistress. You said to drop the formalities, but as a representative of the Department of Universal Dungeon Efficiency, I rely on formalities. For example, I will now say hello to Ms. Therian. Good morning to you, Mrs. Therian. See? All very formal.”

Marko was slouched in his seat. “Yeah, formalities rock. So, tell me, spider man, why might that not be the case?”

Weavelord’s cheeks colored with anger. “Mr. Weavelord is how you will address me, Mr. Laskarelis. If you would’ve read the tournament rules, you would know that the worlds for the finals are chosen at the last minute, when a fresh Celestial Node appears. No one will know the locations ahead of time.”

Marko stared at Wintersylver. “So that means if anyone had ratted out dungeons during the semifinals, they couldn’t do it in the finals. Right, Wintersylver?”

The White Wyrm nodded. “That is correct, Marko, though I can’t imagine why you’re looking at me like that. I don’t need outside help to defeat the likes of you.”

“If you must know,” Marko snapped, “I’m paranoid. Because I have reasons to be paranoid. Because there’s a good chance you are an agent of the Zeta Ridiculans, who are being manipulated by the Deep Dark, who are in turn infected by the Spore Lords, who want nothing more than to destroy the Tree of Souls.”

“That’s enough,” Inga snapped, shooting Marko an ugly look. “I would like to apologize, Ms. Gracefreeze, for Marko’s outburst. Of course you had nothing to do with Lou Shador’s discovery of the semifinal locations.”

Logan gave Inga a nod. She was right to step in. They couldn’t accuse Wintersylver without proof. Besides, they just might be able to use her connection to Lou Shador to their benefit. If she had one. But how?

Logan didn’t know. But he did know cancelling the tournament felt wrong. He wasn’t sure why.

Wintersylver sniffed. “I’m not surprised you’re treating me so awfully. Clearly you have misjudged me, just as you misjudged poor Melvin, who you helped murder.”

Inga about exploded, but Logan put up a hand to remind her to keep her cool.

Marko shook his head. “This is emotional manipulation, bringing up Melvin, and I’m not going to fall for it. Melvin was great. He’s gone. We mourn him every… single… day.”

Professor Suresh sighed loudly and took out an emery board and started to sharpen his nails.

Shadowcroft gave him a concerned look.

Suresh didn’t care. The Ninth Circle, the dungeon cores in Suresh’s clan, weren’t competing, and so he had nothing to gain by any of this.

Rockheart left the wall and marched into the center of the room. “The fact that four of the six cores competing in this year’s competition were targeted is damning, but it doesn’t necessarily mean we were betrayed. Every dungeon core knows the risks—protecting a node comes with risks.

“And let us not forget,” he growled, “that we leaked some information ourselves, in order to lure dungeoneers in. It was why the Lupine Fury knew about Logan’s excellent dungeon. Although unlikely, it is not beyond the realm of possibility that an especially observant dungeoneer might’ve been able to piece together our clues and sniff out the location of all the participating dungeons. This is devastating, no doubt, but it also demonstrates exactly what is on the line. It is why we train the way that we do.”

“Thanks, Professor,” Logan said.

Rockheart didn’t respond. He kept on with his rant. “Dungeons these days have it easy. Back in our day, we’d lose half a class to the raiders. With that in mind, it makes perfect sense to proceed with the finals. As we all know, there is a great deal of money to be made from sponsors, from boosters, from merchandise. This is our academy’s year to shine, and I am more than willing to put the lives of my students on the line. In fact, I say let Lou Shador come. He’s just some A-Class in a cape. Logan and Inga killed that skunk shifter, and she was an A-Class.”

Weavelord leapt off his desk and scurried up to Rockheart. It was like a chihuahua staring down a rottweiler. “This is different. Petula Cloudsweat was a low-ranked A-Class, mentally unstable, with questionable powers based on flatulence. Lou Shador is a high-ranked Jade Leaf and dangerously close to becoming a Heartwood Cultivator. That’s S-Class, a true S-Class dungeoneer. We can’t have that. If we continue the competition, we are signing the death warrants of all these students and countless other dungeons besides!”

“I agree,” Shadowcroft said. “We should use the Tartarucha Cells. Or we could run courses here in Arborea as we do for the first-years. I would even consider a change of format. Perhaps a dungeon duel? That would be unique and novel. Surely we could drum up some additional drama between Logan and Wintersylver to sell to the sponsors.”

“You’re going down, ice butt!” Marko yelled over at the Wintersylver. “We can’t be beat. We won’t be beat. Gonna take you to school to learn the golden rule. We’re the best, and you’ll die like the rest.”

The wyvern woman squinted. “You don’t have anything to do with this, you strange little goat man. Why are you even here?”

Logan got up and too center stage. “He’s here because he’s going to be fighting with me, Inga, and Treacle. The tournament committee said I could bring in the rest of my cohort for the finals. That’s what we’re going to do. We’re going to lure Lou Shador to our dungeon, and we’re going to kill him.”

There was a gasp.

Rockheart clapped his big stony hands together. “Very good, Logan Murray. Yes. That is the spirit. That is why I have spent so much time on your education. How is the twine going?”

“Terrible,” Logan said. He walked up to Shadowcroft, who looked rather silly sitting in a desk—like a Tolkien ent vising a kindergarten class at Hubbell Elementary School in Des Moines, Iowa.

“Headmaster Shadowcroft,” Logan started, “this isn’t about the competition. I don’t care who wins at this point. This is about stopping a very dangerous dungeoneer who has already killed four worlds.”

“I should do it then,” the headmaster said. “We can trick him. You can build it, and I can step in.”

“Two problems with that.” Weavelord scurried over, sweating a little. “One, you have the Shadowcroft Academy audit, which you’ve postponed for centuries. This is the year, my friend. What is the death of worlds when compared to tax liabilities? Secondly, we’ve learned that Lou Shador is a sophisticated player in the dungeoneering scene. He already has the resources of the Scarlet Paradox at his disposal. He’ll know if a third party steps in.”

The dungeon accountant turned and scurried over to Logan. “I’ve analyzed your Apothos usage and your abilities. You have promise, Mr. Murray. As does Ms. Therian and Mr. Glimmerhappy. Your satyr friend, however, is questionable.”

“Highly questionable,” Marko spouted off. “So many questions! For example, what is going on here? Am I putting my life on the line? Again? Sheesh. Must be Thursday.”

“It’s Monday,” the accountant Drider shot back. “If you are thinking of forming some kind of ‘dream team’”—Weavelord air-quoted hard—“I’m afraid that is impossible. If we are to proceed, we must follow tournament rules. That means it will be the Terrible Twelfth in one dungeon, and Wintersylver Gracefreeze in another.”

Lolozi Webbs left her webs and her desk and stood towering over them. “Let’s say we hypothetically decide to go forward with this plan. How can we ensure that Lou Shador will only go after the Terrible Twelfth? What if he decides to take out Wintersylver first?”

“He wouldn’t dare,” Wintersylver said a little too quickly. She then tried to save the situation. “Even though I’m only a single dungeon core, I’m a high-ranked B-Class with three knots around my core. Other than Chadrigoth Nobleblade, I am the most accomplished dungeon core in the entire university system. Although it might be a challenge, I am confident that I can kill Lou Shador if it comes to it.”

“Without help,” Rockheart growled. “This isn’t merely a tournament, this is survival of the fittest. Are you fit to survive, dragon?”

“Wyvern,” the White Wyrm sniffed. “I’m not going to let a half-naked dungeoneer in a cape kill me.”

Logan recalled the images of the caped figure cracking those dungeon cores. There was something strangely familiar about him, but no, it couldn’t be. He was just some weird dungeoneer—the multiverse was full of them. All possible worlds generated all possible crazy.

Logan approached the wyvern. “I don’t want Wintersylver to fight this guy. She can find her own bloodthirsty raider to lure in. Lou Shador belongs to me. To us,” he amended, sweeping an arm out to include his friends. “We’re going to call him out and get him to come right to us.” He smiled. A plan was already forming in his head, and it was awesome, especially since Marko was so into conspiracy theories.

Weavelord seemed to get a bit nervous. “Mr. Murray, you look quite mad. As in loopy. If we continue the tournament, following tournament rules as they are, we won’t know your location until the last minute. How will we relay that information to him?”

“Oh, he’ll know,” Logan said. “He’ll know.”

Although they had no concrete evidence, Logan still suspected Wintersylver was the rat, but even if she wasn’t, he had a way of getting the Scarlet Paradox their location.

Most everyone in the classroom was standing except for Treacle, whose cheek bulged from the jawbreaker while he obsessively crocheted.

And not Marko, was still sat slouched in his desk. The goat man raised a hand. “Question. Why am I risking my life when all of this is a simulation? We’re in a dungeon, inside of a dungeon, inside of an Aldaleeran warehouse, where the Spore Lords are running possible scenarios on how to infect the Tree of Souls with their fungi.”

Everyone promptly ignored him.

Logan had to admit that Inga was right. They had to take care of the Blue Divine Philter’s side effects. Marko really was getting out of hand.

Shadowcroft shuffled over to Logan and draped a gangly, bark-covered arm around his shoulder. The headmaster was still significantly taller than Logan, but he was no longer the giant he’d once been. It was a reminder of just how far Logan had come. “Once again, you impress me with your courage, Mr. Murray. You are alive and doing wonderful things.” He turned to Marko. “I know your heart, Mr. Laskarelis, and you wouldn’t miss a chance to work with your friends to destroy a great evil. Ms. Therian is the same. What about you, Mr. Glimmerhappy? You have said little.”

The minotaur spit his jawbreaker into a crocheted jawbreaker holder. A pensive look flashed across his bovine face as he thought. Finally, he nodded and recited a poem. “My Terrible Twelfth. Family of violence. Far closer than friends.”

“Badass,” Marko whispered. “My Family of Violence. Band name. Album title. Title track. I can smell the awards. They smell like Petula Cloudsweat’s farts. Which smell like victory.”

Shadowcroft grinned. “I see your Runic Haiku class is paying off. You’ll need those runes, for you will be going up against an opponent that will test you in every way possible. This will be the ultimate trial of your abilities.”

Rockheart strode forward and put a hand on Logan. “He is ready. And if he isn’t—if he is a big disappointment to me and the school—we will still have had this shining moment where he and his weirdo friends earned my respect. That is something. And I still have hopes for Chadrigoth… once he comes out of his ascension cocoon.”

Professor Suresh waved his emery board. “Yes, yes, yes, we are all impressed with the Terrible Twelfth. Ad nauseum. I am literally nauseated with all this talk. Might I say that if Logan, for some reason, can’t compete, any one of the Ninth Circle cores could take his place and win the tournament easily?”

No offense to anyone in the Ninth Circle, Logan thought, but that wasn’t true.

No one said anything.

Suresh returned to sharpening his nails.

“Wait. This has not been decided.” Lolozi Webbs marched forward. “We have not agreed to this. I can’t risk Wintersylver—”

The White Wyrm woman expanded, filling half the room. “I want to compete, headmistress. And I trust that Logan will be able to draw Lou Shador to his node. If not, I’ve longed for a worthy opponent. I don’t mean to be ungrateful, but I’ve spent my whole career playing games with incompetent dunderheads. I want this test. And if I fail?” She shrugged her scaly shoulders, which brought dust down from the ceiling, “Then I will rejoin the Tree of Souls anyway. Then I will have Logan Murray and the Terrible Twelfth there to protect me.”

Her eyes met Logan’s. There was ice there far colder than either Hoarfrost Gaze Glaze or her avalanche golems.

Wintersylver was an arctic tundra, both inside and out.

Logan grinned. “I think it’s settled. The tournament goes on. And I have a plan.”

“Ooh!” Marko stomped his hooves in excitement. “I love it when my little fungal buddy has plans!”

Logan was glad his goatish friend was excited. Because he was going to need Marko’s help to orchestrate the massive misinformation campaign he had in mind. It was going to be all lies, all the time.

Most of the time, propaganda destroyed worlds. This time, propaganda was going to save them.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
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The next couple of weeks were… well, the best and only way to describe them was sad. The Terrible Twelfth went to all four memorials, where they had to watch Wintersylver shed crocodile tears in public and smirk in private. It was so obvious she didn’t care. Marko, by contrast, was as weepy as a newborn. His tears were all too real, and he cried every. Single. Time.

He was very dramatic at funerals.

Logan made more of the Blue Divine Philter, in hopes of helping Marko and Treacle get to B-Class, and even Rockheart agreed with the decision. However, the side effects were getting in the way of their plans to lure in Lou Shador. Marko refused to sully the good name of conspiracy theories by concocting one himself.

Still, Logan hadn’t lost all hope. They had two more months before the final round, which was both good and bad. On the one hand, it meant the Terrible Twelfth would have time to prepare and for Logan to rope Marko into his misinformation campaign. One the other hand, it gave Lou Shador the time to get to S-Class, which would mean the certain death of the Terrible Twelfth. Their best bet was to ascend themselves, and like always, Logan had them working overtime.

It was grind-thirty every hour of every day. They didn’t have mindsets, they had grindsets. They didn’t walk on the ground. They walked on the grind.

Marko cleaned bathrooms like a Shaolin monk in a Clorox commercial. Inga could’ve immediately taken on half of H&R Block’s clients without even batting an eyelash. Treacle was putting the everlasting in everlasting gobstopper. And Logan twined, every day, all day. He had plans to get “Twine and Grind” tattooed on one of his arms. The new ink would go well with the Miami Vice sweatbands, which went wherever he went.

Even with all that work, they weren’t getting anywhere.

Logan had spent an hour talking with the new cultivation teacher, Darnol Zeggenerschwar, who suggested a strange cultivation technique called AMKAP, or the As Many Knots as Possible technique. It was part of his HIIM routine, or High Intensity Interval Meditations training course. Not to be confused with MOD, or Meditation of the Day. Logan didn’t make the CrossFit comparison because such a culturally specific reference would go over Darnol’s head, plus Logan would have to suffer through more of the bad Austrian accent.

Professor Darnol didn’t know what the Miami Vice sweatbands were, but he liked how they looked. He suggested getting a matching headband, but that wasn’t going to happen anytime soon.

Logan took to the AMKAP training like a duck to water.

It was brutal and far more intense than anything he’d learned so far, but that was a feature, not a bug. The goal of Boundless Wheel was to continuously fold tendrils of Apothos into the core, refining it and transforming the core into a flawless marble of pure power. The second technique he’d learned was called Radiant Serpent Under the Glowing Moon, and it had come to him courtesy of Professor Moonbow Rainsap. That one was less about refining the core itself and more about reinforcing both the knot and meridians which circulated throughout his body. They reinforced his eyes and skin and allowed him to manifest weapons, control his minions, and better manipulate a dungeon.

Radiant Serpent Under the Glowing Moon was all about surrendering. About giving up control. About letting the power of the Tree flow through you as a conduit.

And then there was AMKAP, which was a study in opposition. There was no surrender. No yield. It was all about maximum control. About strength through pain. Instead of letting the power cycle in the core then peacefully move outward through the meridians, the goal of AMKAP was to force as much Apothos as possible through the meridians over and over and over again. In theory, such rapid expansion and contraction would force the core to naturally expand and tie additional knots to handle the intense strain.

As a fungaloid, Logan had an added advantage that no one else did. While connected to a host through his symbiotic bond, he could borrow their energy—or lend his in return. That allowed him to maximize the technique since he had a far larger Apothos pool to draw from.

In essence, AMKAP was muscle failure training for your spirit. It was miserable. Hard. Impossible. But Logan didn’t mind. Logan liked the impossible.

As long as it wasn’t crazy, which was what Inga was doing. She had signed them up to talk with Professor Ahrah-Koonem Gilligan the next day. Now that… That was the definition of crazy. Logan desperately tried to talk her out of it. But no. She was committed. Inga was like a dog on a bone when it came to certain things. Logan dreaded the meeting like he dreaded dental surgery.

They still had some time to sow disinformation seeds for the finals, though it would’ve been better to start right away, while they were still mourning the dungeon cores that Lou Shador killed.

Still, even with Marko’s reluctance, they were gaining ground. Inga had made it her personal mission to find out more about the Scarlet Paradox and its mysterious caped co-owner, and when Inga made something a mission, nothing stopped her. She also co-opted their Cruelty Incorporated class to help. Professor Kobold might be useless, but his students were on point. Now, instead of watching outdated Devil McClure videos, everyone was digging up every scrap they could find on ol’ Lou Shador.

Even with the assistance, however, the work was slow going. For being so famous, Lou Shador had done a remarkably good job about concealing his history.

With all that happening, Logan wasn’t feeling so great when he traveled to his Mastering Mushrooms’ Magic class at Nightfall University.

Logan walked by the Melvin statue and paused to reflect as he often did. On most days, he’d apologize for how things turned out. Inga still had the copy of his disturbing cookbook, half recipes, half vows of vengeance. She liked the cover, which was a bejeweled masterpiece, along the lines of Marko’s gaudy coat.

That day, in the depths of winter, Logan couldn’t bring himself to say a word. He just stood there, feeling the weight of the silence press in on him, before finally heading to his classroom.

Professor Rick Nella was already at his podium; he was a tall slender yellow mushroom in a yellow suit. Around him swirled a cloud of black and yellow pollen—that was Lori. Or so it seemed, since Professor Rick often addressed the swirl.

Logan paused at the door. All the fungal oddballs looked at him with sympathy in their eyes. “What?” he asked.

Gary Bernardii, the mustard-brown fungal guy with a little cap and big belly, lifted a hand. The mouth set into his palm frowned. “You went to Lorena Quartz’s funeral this past weekend at Saudrian’s. We heard your friend, uh, lost it.”

That would be Marko. He was dramatic at every funeral, but Lorena’s was different. At one point, he’d draped himself over her coffin, weeping like an Italian grandmother, hammering on the lid with a closed fist.

Logan moved into the room and sat down next to Yeez Tee, the Zorro black mushroom with a hat, cap, and tragic backstory.

“I’m sorry for your loss. I know about funerals.” Yeez gazed at nothing, his face blank, though his eyes were hazy with distant memory. “Oh yes, I know all about funerals.”

Logan reached out to pat Yeez but thought better of it. Yeez Tee had trouble being touched sometimes.

Instead, Logan patted the air. “Thanks, uh, Yeez. It’s pretty rough.” He pulled out his big, messy ball of twine and started to grind, hoping to take his mind off of all the loss over the past several weeks. If the twine was good for anything, it was helping him to stay focused on the present instead of dwelling on the past or thinking about what terrible things the future might hold.

Trio, the three-headed mushroom monstrosity—Reddie was positive, Blackie was negative, and Pinkie was clueless—had a variety of suggestions.

Reddie started things off with a smile. “We’re so glad you didn’t die in the semifinals. We do enjoy you so much, Logan. And we know you might be sad, but you have the finals to look forward to. That should help you with your grief.”

Blackie sighed. “Give up now, Murray. You’re going to die. We’re all going to die. This whole thing is as pointless as that ball of twine you insist on playing with.”

Pinkie blinked. “Funerals are like weddings for dead people. Cake is involved.”

Amanda Pears, the easily shocked toadstool girl, blinked as her mouth dropped open. “Trio! What a terrible thing to say. Well, two-thirds were terrible, anyway.”

From the back, Pewig Bulge, the gigantic fungal basilisk, let out a hiss. “Sorry, Logan. All that death does stink. And not in the good way.”

Gary shook his head. “All them dungeon cores were the best of the best. I guess being C-Class, Rank 5 isn’t so bad. Sure, I’ll never get any fancy assignments, but at least no one is going to be gunning for me.”

Logan tried to console him. “You’ll get there, Gary. I’ve had plateaus where I didn’t advance for months at a time. Then, suddenly, I ranked up a bunch. Actually, I’m on a plateau now that I can’t quite seem to get past.”

Yeez Tee sprang to his feet. “You all don’t get it. If those cores could die, we could die. What are we even doing here? I’m leaving!”

He fled from the room in the most dramatic way possible. Logan just prayed Yeez Tee and Marko never ended up in the same place at the same time. No one would survive the ensuing drama cyclone.

Logan had to throw Professor Rick a question. “We only have a couple more months. I’m wondering when the Yeez Tee bonding is going to start.”

“Any day now,” the professor promised.

All of the talk of death had silenced the room. Logan didn’t know what to say.

Professor Rick exhaled loudly. “Okay, Lori, I’ll tell him about you. It’s going to be awkward, like always, but I guess we can take a minute to discuss the meaning of life.”

Logan had to grin. “I’m ready to hear it.”

Professor Rick winced. “It’s sad. I’ll try to get through it without crying. You see, Lori was my wife. Is my wife. Oh, I’m so sorry, baby. You know how I am with verb tenses.”

The black-and-yellow cloud of spores took on a very disappointed stance.

Logan suddenly got it. “You had a symbiotic bond with her, didn’t you?”

Professor Rick’s eyes filled with tears. “We met here at Nightfall University. Just two crazy kids on their way to glory defending the Tree of Souls. I know, Lori, but I always get emotional.” He took a deep breath and continued. “She was the cutest Wasp Queen Horror you’ve ever seen. She had such soft fur, so many legs to hold me tight, and such honey-sweet kisses. You had to watch out for her stinger though. That was deadly.” The professor laughed wistfully. “She hates it when I bring up her stinger.”

Professor Rick shook his head. “We graduated, and yes, Logan, we had that symbiotic bond. She… her core… there was a raiding team, who called themselves the Little Rollers. They were dwarves who all had terrible gambling addictions. To pay off their debts, they ran dungeons. They were crap at the craps table, but they knew their way around a raid.

“After losing big one weekend,” he continued softly, “our poor little dungeon ended up on their radar as a quick, easy source of Apothos. They hit us hard and ended up cracking her core. I survived, but I couldn’t let go of her. I cast the best spell of my life to keep her consciousness around. We killed the dwarves, by the way, and protected the node, but it wasn’t the same without my Lori around. At least in her more physical form. Love you, babe.”

The professor blushed. “She told me she loves me back. She’s such a sweetie.”

“You two are the cutest,” Logan said.

“They are!” Amanda said. “It’s so shocking how cute they are!”

Yeez threw open the door and marched back in. “Okay, Professor Rick, that was a very touching story and all, but what was the point?”

Logan grinned. Yeez hadn’t just stormed off. He’d been outside the door, listening. That was amazing progress.

Professor Rick put a hand to his heart. “Yeez, you came back! Take a seat.”

Yeez’s eyes went back and forth. Then he walked over and sat down. “I’ll sit with you losers a little longer, since I don’t have anything better to do. I’m not all heroic and fancy like some people in the room. And I don’t have a tragic love story. But whatever.”

Professor Rick took his place in front of the podium and half-sat on the desk like all the coolest teachers did when they wanted to have a “rap session” with the next generation of dungeons. “The point is, in some sense, being a fungaloid is living with death. I do it literally since my wife is basically dead, but I think we all have to sit with our own mortality and the mortality of our friends.”

Yeez took off his hat. He was bald as an egg. “Yeah, Professor. That’s me. Logan, is that you?”

Logan had experienced tragedy. Dead parents will do that to a guy. But he’d always had a close group of friends. He realized he was being pretty unreasonable. For one, Marko was sick, which was why he wasn’t agreeing to their disinformation plan. For another, they had all progressed by leaps and bounds. Gary Bernardii was hoping to progress to C-Class Rank 4 in the next couple of years. A lot of the dungeon guardians in that room would kill to get even that high.

“Yeah, that’s me, Yeez,” Logan said. “But you know, when things die, and our spores get to work on them, it brings forth new life. I mean, my digestion pit recycles the basic energies of the universe. It’s only because I’ve had such good training that I’ve come as far as I have.”

Everyone—all those mushroom misfits—were listening to him closely.

Logan chuckled. “It wasn’t just the training. It was also my work ethic. I work hard. But more importantly? I have my friends, and our esprit de corps. We did things together that we couldn’t have done alone.”

“Like the Spore Lords,” Professor Rick said. He held up a hand. “And I don’t mean all those crazy conspiracy theories. Once, long, long ago there were actual Spore Lords. A group of powerful fungaloids who bound together to keep the Tree of Souls safe. There are a lot of legends about them, but that part is true. Very true. If you’re interested, I think I still have a few books on them. I wanted to cover some of their history in class, but I don’t think I’ll have the time. I get a lot of flak for talking about them at all. There’s a lot of kooks out there.”

Unfortunately, Logan knew the truth of that all too well. He was friends with one of them.

Logan then had a great idea. He’d been stuck in a spiral of self-pity, when really his life was awesome. He’d survived longer than anyone thought possible, advanced further than anyone could imagine, and had defeated forces far outside his weight class. His uncle Bud had often told him that the best cure when you were feeling blue was to help someone else. Maybe he couldn’t fix everything that was wrong in the universe, but he could help the people sitting around him.

“How about I teach you all the very first technique I mastered at Shadowcroft?” he offered. “It’s called the Boundless Wheel, and it helped me learn to cycle Apothos and form my first knot.”

No one said anything.

Professor Rick wrinkled his nose. “Sorry, Logan, but some of us have been working on Boundless Wheel for literally our entire lives. We know how to grind as well as anyone.”

Logan wasn’t sure if he truly understood the ins and outs of the Radiant Serpent Under the Glowing Moon well enough to teach it. However, the AMKAP was pretty simple. That Darnol Zeggenerschwar was a good teacher. But he seemed to do everything really well, like the shirtless guy playing hacky sack after a day of surfing and hanging out with his model girlfriend on Venice Beach. One of those guys.

“How about I show you the technique I’m working on now?” Logan offered.

Gary Bernardii still looked pained. “Does it involve twine or stinky sweatbands?”

Again Professor Rick looked uncomfortable. “Yes, since we’re on the topic of the sweatbands, the administration has requested that you not wear them on campus anymore. I have nothing against them, of course. There’s just been too many complaints. The colors. The smell. Sorry. Your twine isn’t smelling too good either.”

And this was coming from fungi.

Logan threw all of the offending items into his Ring of Pockets. “Gotcha. Gone. They won’t come back. Now, who is ready to cultivate?”

All the hands went into the air. Even Yeez Tee’s.

Logan stood. “Okay, let’s get to work.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
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Marko licked his lips for the millionth time. He was sweating so much that his fur was dark. “We can’t. Inga, I’m telling you. We can’t go in there.”

They were standing outside Professor Gilligan’s office. His office hours started in five minutes. They were agonizingly early.

Marko gulped in a breath. “I feel like I’m going to be sick.”

Logan’s stomach lurched—and he ate rotting things for a living. “Don’t talk about being sick. Yesterday, in my misfit fungaloid class, I had two dungeon guardians throw up. Projectile vomit like a firehose. I didn’t know you could vomit from cultivating.”

Marko put a hand to his lips. “Don’t. Say. The word. ‘Vomit.’”

Logan blinked sweat out of his eyes. “Don’t think about it. Let’s just cultivate. I can work on twine. Yeah, that’s okay. Did I tell you Nightfall University doesn’t want me to bring my twine around anymore? It smells too bad.”

“It does stink.” Marko gulped in a breath.

Treacle’s jawbreaker clacked in his mouth. He didn’t seem at all distressed that they were about to face down the worst, most deranged opponent they’d ever encountered. Far worse than Steve. Leagues above Chadrigoth. Not even Rockheart could compare. This was Professor Ahrah-Koonem Gilligan they were dealing with.

Inga tried fruitlessly to buoy their spirits. “You two are being silly. I’m telling you, this mysterious professor of yours is not what he seems. Given what I’ve discovered about him, he can’t be all that—”

The door burst open with a crash. “Early! You’re early! Why are you early? I have my freakin’ office hours at a specific time. But now, you’re out here chattering and trying not to puke on your own shoes. Good. Great. Wonderful! Just COME IN ALREADY!”

Standing in the doorway was a six-foot raccoon with greasy fur covered in bald patches that looked like mange. Where he had hair, he had lice. One ear looked chewed on. The other lay limply on his skull. Logan thought he should have an eyepatch. It would fit. Instead, he had two bright blue eyes with differently sized irises. One was dilated like an open sewer. The other was the size of an anthill’s entrance. “So, Murray and Laskarelis. Couldn’t keep your traps shut, huh? You know snitches get stitches, right? Right! I should cut you two up.” He squinted and glanced between Inga and Treacle. “What did you tell mothie and the minotaur?”

It was like someone had taken a dishrag and wiped Logan’s mind clean. No words would come. He stood there, frozen in terror. His thoughts were a jumbled mess. He wanted to answer the crazed raccoon, but the only thought that came to his head was that Mothie and the Minotaur might make a good buddy cop movie. He didn’t say that.

It was all he could do not to throw up.

Marko kept licking his lips. It was so loud!

The raccoonish dungeon core blinked, turned on them, and shouted, “Oh, I get it. You’re not real. Tell me you’re real! If you’re real, tell me you’re real!”

Inga took over. “We’re real, Professor Gilligan, and we have questions about—”

“You might as well call me Ahrah, since you’re not in my class.” He scratched his ear a little too violently. The good ear. Not the bad ear. He smelled like patchouli in a back alley underneath a Chinese food restaurant.

Marko and Logan both said, “Ahrah is all right,” at the exact same time.

The raccoon grinned. “Ah, I taught the snitches something after all.” He spun and threw a little raccoon hand over a shoulder, beckoning them inside. “If you’re really real, come on, come on, come on. I have important things to do. Product to sell. Narcs to avoid. And then there’s the tweakers. So many tweakers. My whole flippin’ life is tweakers!”

Inga walked into the room. So did Treacle.

Marko was frozen until Logan grabbed him by the forearm. “We’re in this together, buddy. We’ll get through this. Esprit de corps.”

“Esprit de corps,” Marko muttered.

They walked into a mad scientist’s lab. There were bubbling beakers everywhere. It smelled like a chemical plant. Or the carpet in a crack house. There was a scented candle burning. It added a chocolatey brown smell. Rather soothing.

Ahrah-Koonem Gilligan fished a pair of goggles off a nearby table and slipped them over his eyes. He was in a yellow jumpsuit, like Walter White in season three of Breaking Bad. Had he been wearing that all along? No, it had been undone to the waist when he answered the door. “Just cooking up some alchemy. Alchemy for everyone. But I have to know.” He wheeled around, pointing a dirty spoon at them. “What did they freakin’ tell you, mothie?”

Inga shook her head at him. “Nothing. That’s the problem. They don’t remember a thing.”

The methed-out raccoon nodded. “Good. Good. As it freakin’ should be.”

“But I have all the receipts, Ahrah,” Inga said ominously.

“A narc?” The raccoon adjusted his goggles. “Mothie the Narc. It rings true. Yes it does. Yes it does.”

“Another cop show,” Logan muttered.

The professor wasn’t pleased. “You can call me Professor Gilligan, Narc. You a narc too?” He pointed a raccoon finger at Treacle.

“Former gnome,” the minotaur said. “Current poet engineer.”

Gilligan smiled. “Oh, I like you, cowboy. Cowboy poet engineer. Fine. Fine. Fine. You have receipts. So you know about my side hustle.” The professor grabbed a beaker of boiling blue goo, sniffed it, and then took a sip. “Gah! Not supposed to drink that one. Dammit! Why don’t I label things.” It was a declaration more than a question. He marched over to another beaker of bubbling green concoction. He drank it down. He whirled. “How much, Mothie? How much do you want? I can pay off narcs. I did it once, I can do it again.”

The only reason Logan wasn’t running was because Marko was gripping him so hard and the satyr was rooted to the spot.

Inga folded her arms. “My working theory is that you want people to think you sell drugs. But you don’t. You do the exact opposite. I know about the grants and the donations. The Hazelnut Treatment center in the Twin Worlds owes their entire existence to your generosity. This, whatever this is”—she waved a hand at him then at the lab—“is all for show, I suspect.”

Professor Gilligan’s eyes went wide. One pupil shrank. The other expanded. “Worse than a narc. You’re worse than a narc. You’re like a gossipy mothie gossip. You a reporter? Bet you’re the press.”

“Fake news!” Marko burst out. “We can leave, Professor. Ahrah is all right. We can leave.” He started to titter manically.

Logan, though, was feeling better about the raccoon professor. “Wait, hold on a second. You get grants and donations?”

Inga nodded. “That’s right. When he’s not teaching alchemy classes no one remembers, he provides tinctures to help drug addicts recover. He also helps cultivators with damaged cores because there’s a lot of snake oil salesmen out there.”

“I did not oil those snakes!” the Trash Panda professor burst out. With how vehement he was, Logan suspected that he may in fact have oiled them. “But yeah. Mothie is right. Found out all my secrets. Sure, I use student labor, but mixing this stuff takes time. And there’s a lot of people who need what I can give them. Me. Right? I did what the worst alchemy teachers do. Got high on my own supply. Experimented on core potions that opened the doors in my mind, man. Threw them open. Couldn’t close them. They squeak, a-holes. The freakin’ hinges squeak.”

Gilligan grabbed a pipe and loaded it up with something.

Treacle flipped open his thumb’s fingernail and lit the pipe with a dancing orange flame.

“Thank you, poet cowboy,” the raccoon said.

The air smelled much better now. It was cherry-infused tobacco in the pipe. “Can I get you four an espresso? Now, I don’t do any of the hard stuff. Just my pipe. Some coffee. A lot of coffee. Too much coffee? Probably. Too much coffee? Never!”

He went to an espresso machine that did four at a time and started grinding up the beans. “Two more months of cooking. End of the year is coming. I know you four will be competing in the interschool tournament finals. I had to fix a lot of these kids who tweak their core for the tournament. Tweakers, I’m telling you, all the time. My whole life is tweakers.” He spun, and both of his pupils were wide, until they shrank down to pinpricks. “Now, why are you here? Both of you are doing fine. The satyr isn’t the boozer he says he is. But if he asks for peach-flavored beer one more time, I’m going to lose it. Freakin’ lose it!”

Logan still wasn’t sure what was going on. He did have memories of Marko wanting to make peach-flavored beer. True story. Everything else was so hazy, though.

Inga had to do the talking. “We’re here about the Blue Divine Philter. Logan’s been using his God’s Eye Caps to produce it for Treacle and Marco, but they haven’t advanced and there have been significant issues—”

Professor Gilligan marched over with tiny little cups in his hands. He shoved one into Treacle’s hands. “This one has the crochet thing, the poor bastard. I see it all the time. And you, boozie, you have the conspiracy theory thing? Yeah, yeah, yeah. C-Classes. Not the dirt they should be. Not the Azure Branch cultivators they wanna be. Seen it a million times.” He forced Marko to take the espresso cup. The tiny cup rattled on the saucer.

The raccoon went over and grabbed two more cups and gave one each to Inga and Logan. “Nice work, Shroomy. The Blue Divine Philter is no joke. I can help your friends. But what’s in it for me, huh? I want God’s Eye Caps, Shroomy. As much as you can give me. We have a deal?”

“Yeah, we have a deal,” Logan said, utterly perplexed by what was going on. “But why do you torment us so? Why? In the name of all that’s holy, why?”

Professor Gilligan took Logan’s espresso and downed it. “Memories tied to trauma stick better. It’s all a part of my teaching strategy. During class I release a semi-toxic gas I created called Phaspuroxin—the street name is Manic Smile. Lots of terrible side effects, including short-term memory loss. But, but, but”—he waggled a finger at them—“it sharpens your senses and helps you retain information.

“The catch is, it needs a potent emotional experience to bind to. Nothing is better than trauma. Not. A. Thing. No. No. No. Once the fumes get out of your system, you’ll know your alchemy like no one’s business. My methods are controversial. Another reason why I make sure the fumes mess with your memories.” He winked. “Don’t wanna get caught. Narcs and tweakers, man, my whole life is narcs and tweakers.”

Gilligan quickly dumped one potion into another. There was a gaseous explosion, but the professor hardly seemed to notice. Or if he noticed, he didn’t much care.

“You need to make Lojjikki Lotion. I got a starter kit for it, like yeast, but you two know about yeast. Boozie can’t get enough of fermented yeast, and Shroomie knows that yeast and fungi eat at the same diner. Fine. Fine. Fine. You two make the lotion, the ol’ Double L. Need Aldaleeran rat liver oil, the starter yeast, Carpaygian powder, liquid pardum, and some other stuff. Got a recipe. You’ll make it. It’ll clear up all the problems with the ol’ Blue Divine. Now, get out of my office. I have work to do that doesn’t have anything to do with tweakers and narcs for once.”

Seconds later, Logan found himself with his friends outside the door with a stack of items and elixirs piled in his hands. Marko had a large tub of yeast clutched tight against his chest.

He heard Gilligan singing, something about one pill makes him smaller, and one pill turns him into a basketball. The fumes from the explosion hung in the air.

Inga coughed a little. There was a dazed look in her eyes as if she were just waking up from a very strange dream. “That went… well?” she said, as though it were a question. She blinked several times. “I think it went well. It’s so strange, I can barely recall our meeting with the professor. I do remember that after you mix the lotion, you’ll need to apply it three times a day for two weeks. That’s what Ahrah said. Or was it Professor Gilligan?”

Marko sniffed the tub of goo. “Ahrah is all right. The Lojjikki yeast smells so flowery and wonderful. We shall smell like roses, Treacle. Like little happy roses that don’t remember the mean raccoon man at all. Not. At all.”

Logan’s memories were fuzzy, but he remembered the basics.

Turns out Professor Gilligan was insane, but he had proven useful.

In two weeks, they could start their campaign to lure in Lou Shador and to kill him freakin’ dead. Logan had hoped to be A-Class when that happened, but at this stage, that was just a pipe dream. Instead, he needed to focus on getting Treacle and Marko to B-Class. Four Azure Branch cultivators should be able to take on an A-Class and his dungeoneering party.

That was the hope at any rate.

Back in their suite, Marko and Logan had no problem brewing up the lotion. Treacle had a full chemistry lab to help him build his engineered creations, and Marko and Logan had everything else they needed scattered around their room. Logan didn’t remember doing his alchemy homework, but he must’ve done some, since they had so many supplies on hand.

Once they had the lotion ready, Treacle created little electric contraptions to help him apply the thick paste. It was tricky with all that hair. Once it was on, Treacle looked like a wet dog. He smelled nice, though. He also built his own steampunk chairs with surfaces he could easily wipe off because he was so greasy.

The minotaur wasn’t a problem.

Marko, however, was a nightmare. He needed help applying the antidote—he didn’t like Treacle’s little contraptions getting that close to him. He said he’d had a bad experience with a barber one time, and he’d never been the same. The satyr could get most of his body, but he couldn’t get his back, so he went to Logan, who had to slather on the goop in a thick layer. It was super gross and incredibly awkward. Marko looked even more like a wet dog than Treacle, and Marko kept forgetting that he was so goopy and sitting on the furniture, making a horrendous mess.

Inga yelled at him, which made Marko even more miserable. It was going to be a long two weeks.

Logan tried to go to sleep with the cloying scent of the magic lotion filling up his senses, but eventually it became so stifling that he was forced to leave. He just couldn’t take it.

That night, it was like winter had given way to spring. The snow had all melted, and there was a nice warm breeze, which smelled like rose petals. Or was that the Lojjikki Lotion? The old double L. Hard to tell. Logan wasn’t sure. He wasn’t sure of anything, anymore.

He tried to sleep but couldn’t, so he ended up wandering the night-darkened grounds of Arborea until he found himself in the Akros Coliseum, standing in front of Chadrigoth. If he couldn’t sleep, he might as well train, he reasoned. Safely away from the noses of others, Logan wore the sweatbands as his thick fingers furiously tried to work the knots out of the ball of twine.

It was nice to be out there in the darkness, and he thought about what he’d tried to teach those misfit mushroom cores in his off-world class. There were some violent reactions—Amanda Pears and Gary Bernardii were the ones who’d lost their respective lunches. However, Professor Rick made some definite progress, as did the fungal basilisk, Pewig Bulge. Actually, there was a good chance that Pewig would become an Iron Trunk Cultivator before the end of the year if he kept practicing with AMKAP.

There was so much Apothos in the coliseum that night. The wind was so warm. Logan realized he was very comfortable, almost perfectly at peace.

He envisioned his core, a perfect marble of jade and gray energy, shot through with veins of golden power. Encircling it, like the brilliant rings of Saturn, were golden lines of mystic energy, intertwined to form a pair of graceful knots. It was beautiful in its way. It was easy to forget that he’d become so powerful, so fast. The deck had been stacked against him from the beginning, but he’d survived where only death was promised. Thrived where only misery was assured. Built a community in a world where everyone only looked out for themselves.

Despite all the hardships, he was grateful. The only other time he’d felt this grateful was when he woke after the IED took his leg in Iraq. The fact that he’d survived at all was a gift beyond measure.

He had his eyes closed, but as he continued to meditate and contemplate his journey, he sensed a warm light with his fungal vision. He cracked one beady eye and glanced down. The sweatbands were glowing brightly. The neon greens and eye-searing pinks were as bright as a Vegas billboard. The more grateful he became, the more they glowed. But they weren’t just giving off light, they were giving off Apothos. It was like being hooked to an industrial-sized generator.

It occurred to Logan that the reason they hadn’t ever worked for Chadrigoth was because the abyss lord wasn’t exactly overflowing with gratefulness. That, and he hadn’t really worn them because they were kinda dorky.

Logan realized that he had so much Apothos that it created slack in the ribbons of energy circling his core. Darnol had said that if Logan had enough extra energy, he could truly utilize the AMKAP technique. As Many Knots as Possible—just the idea of that filled Logan with hope. Even drawing from Inga’s core hadn’t been this potent. There was so much energy, it radiated from the sweatbands in waves.

Letting gratitude fill his body and settle his soul, Logan began the grueling task of pushing that energy through his meridians. Then, just as quickly, he retracted the pulse of Apothos, cycling it back into his core. Refining it, purifying it, then forcing it out again in rapid-fire succession. He could feel his core strain from the unbearable, impossible effort. His limbs trembled, and the glowing band of energy encircling his core responded in kind. He could feel it twist and distort from the stress.

A third knot was forming. It was the only way to handle the incredible influx of energy. A combination of fierce joy and anxious fear raged through him along with the surge of Apothos. Instead of giving in to either, Logan wrapped himself in gratitude like a cloak. He let his gratefulness anchor him in the moment. The bands burned ever brighter in response, feeding more of their energy into his center.

As the third knot formed around Logan’s core, his eyes popped open. Intuitively, he knew the next piece of twine he needed to undo. The problem was he’d accidentally tightened a knot, but with a little tweak, he could fix that. He tugged here, pushed there, and let out a satisfied smile as another strand came loose. He worked in the neon light from the sweatbands, fingers moving with a purpose of their own. He was seeing things from a different angle—more light, more shadows, more nuance—and he saw a thread he’d somehow missed before.

He pulled it through a loop, and half the twine fell loose.

He almost exploded with excitement. But he was worried if he tensed up, he might find another tough knot to untie. Instead, he stayed calm and grateful. He had such good friends. He was alive and doing wonderful things. And he was a few moments away from unraveling the stinky twine.

Again, thanks to the neon light from the equally stinky sweatbands, he saw exactly what he needed to do. There were a few moments where he thought he’d have to tighten the ball of twine again. But nope. He undid strand after strand until the ball of twine came apart effortlessly in his hands. The second he’d unraveled the ball of twine, the Miami Vice sweatbands vanished. Their work was done.

Logan had done it. He’d completed his cultivation task.

But there was one little problem… There was nothing inside the twine.

Absolutely nothing.

He was lost in darkness as he pulled up his stat sheet. He knew without looking that nothing had changed. He was still an Azure Branch Cultivator, B-Class, Rank 4. Surely tying a new knot should’ve pushed him up a rank. But it hadn’t. He was exactly the same as he ever was. Suddenly the gratitude evaporated, burned away like fog in the noonday sun. What replaced it was anger. He’d done so much. Worked so hard. And for what? That damn Yullis Rockheart had a lot to answer for.

There was nothing worse than the reverse-Karate Kid.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
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Logan hardly slept. He left a note for his friends telling them that he’d unraveled the twine, and he was skipping out on their morning cultivation routine because he was going to talk to Rockheart. That dumb gargoyle griffin had a lot to answer for. It was one thing for Logan to miss out on Professor Darnol’s cool off-world cultivation, especially when his techniques had made all the difference. Well, that and the Miami Vice sweatbands.

But the twine had done absolutely nothing.

Rockheart’s office was near the top of the castle, a stately room with books and papers all neatly stacked. There was a ton of stuff there, but it was all neatly organized because Rockheart was the very essence of organized. Statues of his ancestors lurked here and there—famous gargoyles that had made names for themselves over the centuries. On the walls were portraits of famous dungeon cores that Rockheart had tutored himself. He took great pride in having taught some of the most successful guardians in the multiverse.

Logan barged in and threw the twine on Rockheart’s desk. “The Miami Vice wristbands helped me tie another knot, no thanks to you. The ball of twine didn’t help me at all. There was nothing inside. No core of wisdom. No tincture. I briefly considered eating the twine because, unlike most people, I think it smells delicious, but I figured that wouldn’t do anything either.

“I’m here because I need to know what the whole point of this year’s cultivation class was. We missed out on all these cool trips and interesting techniques, and for what?” Logan shook the string at the gargoyle griffin, who was impeccably dressed in purple that morning. Lots of purple and lace. “For twine. It was nothing but twine the whole time! This was supposed to change everything, and it did nothing. Nothing except drive me up a wall.”

Rockheart frowned in evident disappointment. “Honestly, I didn’t think you’d untie it at all. I’m impressed you waited so long to come to me. You do realize that I should rip you apart for barging in and yelling at me?”

“As if that’s even a threat at this point,” Logan shot back. “I’ve been ripped apart plenty of times before, Yullis, and I’m pretty sure I’ll be ripped apart again. Not that big of a deal.” Logan knew what he was doing was dangerous and probably not a good idea, but he also knew that he’d progressed enough that he could probably stand up to Rockheart in a fight. He was hoping it wouldn’t come to that, however. Rockheart was his teacher, not his commanding officer. Besides that, the two had spent a huge amount of time together. Logan was banking on all the bonding they’d done.

Rockheart picked up the twine, and it vanished. “It’s actually magic twine, made to never be unwound. You did the impossible. This makes the lesson even better.”

“What’s the lesson?” Logan asked.

Rockheart rose from his chair and came around to look Logan in the eye. “You worked your way to where you are now. Do you think you can work your way to A-Class?”

“Yeah,” Logan said. “To be honest, all this talk about spiritual revelations always seemed like hocus-pocus to me. It’s just effort, man. I’ll get there through sweat equity.”

“Wrong!” Rockheart thundered, slapping his paws against his desk.

Logan saw the rage. But he wasn’t going to back down. “Then tell me why you gave me a ball of twine.”

“Because, Mr. Work Ethic, sometimes you do all the hard work, you slave away doing everything that needs to be done, and you still don’t win. Sometimes things don’t mean anything. You think this whole thing is about perseverance, but look, you persevered, and you didn’t get a thing except some stinky string. Ha. That’s the dungeon core game, Logan Murray. That’s the cold, hard truth that underpins the world. You can do everything right and still fail. There are cores that have ascended to A-Class that did half as much work as you did.

“The universe picks favorites all the time,” Rockheart continued. “Ascending to A-Class is not a matter of work. It’s a matter of enlightenment. What that is, I don’t know, but for you, it’s not going to be work. Your willpower and effort has taken you this far, but it won’t see you to the end of your journey. You’ll need something else. You’ll need revelation. The twine was meant to break you. To reveal the flaws in your foundation so that perhaps you might overcome them and ascend to something greater than you are.”

Logan felt like someone had sucker punched him. He wished Rockheart had ripped off his limbs. This was so much worse. “What do I do now? Do I stop cultivating, since it doesn’t matter?”

Rockheart barked laughter. “As if you could. You know the benefits now. You’ve felt the power. And let me tell you, with three knots, not cultivating Apothos might kill you. So, no, you still have to work. You just have to know that work might not take you to where you want to go. Do you want to know the really maddening thing, Mr. Murray?”

Logan pressed his eyes shut tight. “Sure.”

“The maddening thing is that the next time you meditate, you might shoot up five ranks in a heartbeat. But you probably won’t. And you’ll still do the work.”

“Why should I?”

Rockheart put a claw on Logan’s shoulder. “Because it’s the one thing you can control. You can’t control raiders, you can’t control the Tree of Souls, but you can control what you do with your time. You’re a tough one. Remember, I told you that this ball of twine lesson might kill you or destroy your sanity. The problem with you students is you never listen to your elders. Well, you’re listening now.”

Logan stepped back. “What about Treacle’s jawbreaker? Is that the same lesson? Or Inga’s dumb tax audit, which is an impossible amount of work, even for her. Or Marko’s bathroom cleaning?”

Rockheart laughed. “It’s been eons since the bathrooms of Arborea have been this clean.”

Logan had nothing left but threats. “I’m going to tell them that there was nothing at the center of the twine. I’m going to tell them to stop doing all that unnecessary work.”

“But what if it isn’t unnecessary for them?” Rockheart’s gaze had never been more piercing and stony. “That’s the rub. You don’t know for certain if Inga finishing off the tax audit—which is critical—might bring her closer to A-Class. No one knows. Her deficiencies and shortcomings are not the same as yours, so what she needs to advance to A-Class might well be vastly different than what you need. So it is for Treacle and for Marko and for every dungeon core at this august university.”

“Okay. What’s the point of this school and all these lessons, if no one knows anything?” Logan asked.

“You’re reading things into my words that aren’t there, Mr. Murray. We professors know a great many things. Taking a student from a lowly Deep Root cultivator all the way up to an Azure Branch cultivator is something of a science. Past that, though, is a mystery. But we can give you techniques, strategies, and guidance from a lifetime of personal experience. And, more than that, the Academy allows us to live in the uncertainty together.

“We are bound by a common purpose, which as you know is no small thing. I find it amusing that you think the lesson of the twine ended when you untied it all. No, moron, it’s just beginning. You’ve done the impossible, and it still wasn’t enough. Own that truth and see where it takes you. Although the first place it better take you is out of my office. And don’t you ever come barging in like that again. You’re lucky I was in a good mood because I’m wearing my favorite lace.” The gargoyle shook his lacy sleeves at Logan.

The fungaloid left before he got himself into more trouble.

As he walked through the Golden Serpent Hall, the day had started, and there were all manner of weird creatures walking the halls, eating breakfast, or hurrying off to their classes.

Logan wasn’t even sure if he should go to class anymore. What was the point if all it amounted to was going through the motions?

Then Logan remembered the feeling of overwhelming gratitude that had engulfed him the night before. He’d only gotten this far because of his friends. Maybe he would never advance. Maybe B-Class, Rank 4 was all he would ever be, but he couldn’t abandon his friends or his responsibilities. This wasn’t just about him. Someone needed to stop Lou Shador. Inga, Marko, and Treacle still needed him. And there were the misfit mushrooms at Nightfall University to consider.

Some of them had been stranded as Deep Root Cultivators for years, but they hadn’t given up. If Logan could help show them the way, then he wouldn’t be a failure.

The Gelatinous Knight came by and lifted a hand for a high five.

Logan high-fived him back, even though he knew it would leave his hand all gooey and greasy. It wasn’t that big of a deal. Logan was always kind of slimy anyway.

Logan realized that nothing had changed other than his perspective. The way forward was not defeat, but gratitude.

“Logan!” Marko and the rest of the Terrible Twelfth came up to him, their faces bright with sweat. Or was that the Lojjikki Lotion? It did darken Marko’s and Treacle’s fur. It smelled good, as long as you weren’t in an enclosed space.

Marko grinned. “I’m going to try to make less of a mess, now that I have to wear this lotion in my fur for the next two weeks. GK is going to give me tips.”

Logan noticed something right away. Treacle wasn’t crocheting. True, the minotaur was still wearing a brown-and-yellow cape made of wool, so he wasn’t completely free of the crochet bug just yet, but he wasn’t actively making anything new. Marko also seemed significantly less conspiracy-y. His eyes were a bit clearer, and he hadn’t immediately accused anyone of being a sleeper agent for Zeta Ridiculans. That had to be a good sign.

Inga came up and gave Logan a big hug. “You got the twine undone! What was at the center of it? Was there a ball of energy? Did you advance?”

Logan thought about telling them it was all useless. He seriously considered telling them to stop their own weird cultivation techniques. But in the end, he realized Rockheart was right. Everyone was on their own journey, and no two were alike. He didn’t want to stand in the way of their progress. But he also couldn’t lie to his friends. He needed to be true to himself as well.

“I didn’t advance,” Logan admitted. “But I did learn a few things I can’t talk about yet. It’s this cultivation secret thing. You know, if I tell you, I lose the power, but I will at some point.”

Marko took hold of his shoulders and looked into his eyes. “You are being mysterious, and yet I can see it’s not all good news. I sense sadness. Do you want to talk about it, big guy?”

“Not sad,” Logan lied. “I have a bunch of good news. I have a third knot, which means more power. It’s not an improvement in rank, but it’s something. The sweatbands actually worked with gratitude, and they gave me a boost of Apothos right when I needed it. They’re gone, which is probably okay since I know you guys thought they smelled bad.”

Treacle’s jawbreaker clacked while he talked. “The ripe stench of death. Terry cloth yuck on my friend. Now free of the stink.”

“They weren’t that bad,” Logan protested.

Marko drew him away. “They weren’t good, buddy. They weren’t good. But come on. Let’s get you some disgusting rotten food so we can get to class. It kinda sucks you didn’t ascend, but then again, Logan, you are the most powerful member of our cohort. And you’ve done what no one else has ever been able to do.”

Inga’s antennae extended out in surprise. “Marko, that was a cogent idea very well delivered. You showed empathy as well as logic. I think the Lojjikki Lotion is working.”

“We’re all getting better,” Marko said with a big grin. “Now, let’s get some breakfast.”

They ate quickly and then headed off to class.

Logan knew he’d done the right thing—his friends needed to follow their path wherever it took them. He hoped they wouldn’t have the same kind of painful lesson he’d had with the twine, but they might. If so, he would be there for them, which meant he had to let go of his own disappointment and soldier on.

He still believed in perseverance and work. But in the end, he believed in the power of camaraderie even more.

The next couple of weeks it was mostly lotion, as Logan got used to not always messing with a ball of twine. At the same time, he was practicing letting go of his disappointment and embracing a spirit of gratitude. Marko had said it perfectly, which was odd, given the source. Logan really had come an impossibly long distance in such a short time.

It was Friday night, classes done, when Logan found Treacle alone in the Golden Serpent Hall, eating.

Treacle hadn’t crocheted in days, and he’d even started putting the afghans away, which made their place a lot less crowded. Treacle’s creations were no longer decked out in heaps of colorful wool, which made them a lot more intimidating. Logan hadn’t told the minotaur, but he hated the way his Ugknot Calflings looked covered in crocheted outfits.

Logan sat down across from him.

Treacle held the jawbreaker in his hand. “Have I ever told you how much I hate candy?” he said without prompting.

Logan nodded. “A time or two. But you come from basically a candy world, right? I kind of figured it was like Sucrosia.”

Treacle sighed and shook his head. “Plimpkinny is nothing like Sucrosia. We have actual plants, igneous rock, and actual soil.”

“But you were recruited near a place called Castle Candylick. Or did I not hear that right?” Logan asked.

The minotaur nodded. “You heard true. My people valued candy as much as gold and status. They always loved to know who was royal and who wasn’t. Who had the most candy and who didn’t. But I never liked candy. I didn’t care about gold. My wife did. She loved it so much that she was even willing to marry a lord. Did I mention I was a lord?”

“I think so.” Logan wondered where this was going.

Treacle smiled. “I’ve learned a lot about myself in this strange place. I’ve engineered some amazing things. I saw that I couldn’t be so negative, not like Steve. I hated Steve.”

“We all hated that mannequin,” Logan agreed, though that wasn’t the truth. Steve did have his good points—not as the vessel of an ancient evil dungeoneer, clearly, but there were still some merits to Marko’s floor boss.

Logan remembered something. “When we came back from Sucrosia, you seemed shocked by it somehow.”

The minotaur shrugged and tapped the jawbreaker against a horn. “Like I said, I hated candy. Too sweet. Gives good people cavities. It’s just not worth it. Then I was given this jawbreaker. I’ve been sucking on it for months now. It never gets any smaller, and it’s even gotten in the way of my cud chewing. I’ve lost some weight. That doesn’t matter.”

Treacle looked Logan in the eye. “I thought candy worlds like Sucrosia were a myth. When I found out they were real, well, I was afraid they’d be the death of you and Inga. Then I saw how well you did, how the magical nature of the candy actually helped you. That made me look back at my own history with candy. I’ve held on to a lot of hate. Toward the candy, my world, even my status-loving, social climber wife. No more. Candy is like anything else, neither good nor bad. In its way, it is amoral. It’s all about what we choose to do with it. Like this dumb thing.”

He held the glistening jawbreaker in the air, pinched between his thumb and index finger. “I’ve been suffering with this thing for months, not because it’s bad, but because of the pain of my history. It’s been a torture to me, but only after Sucrosia did I realize that there are people who love these things and would cherish a genuinely never-ending jawbreaker. This whole thing”—he waved a hand through the air—“it was never about the hardness of the candy but the hardness of my heart.”

Then Treacle tossed the jawbreaker into his mouth and bit down. There was a massive crunch, and the minotaur smiled. “Hey, that tastes pretty good. There is something in the center. Kind of like cherry cordial. Same texture. Hmm, cherry chocolate. I’ll probably have some gas, but I’ll enjoy the…”

He didn’t finish. A second later, every compartment on his body opened—thanks to his Internal Alchemy abilities, he had both Clockwork Organs and Engineered Anatomy. One of the compartments housed his magical hammer, which slid out and thudded onto the table. Knives sprung out at the ends of springs. A few of his creations—spidery types of contraptions with long segmented legs—frantically raced up and down his arms.

Treacle’s goggles snapped into place, covering his eyes. “Stand back, Logan. Something is happening, and I don’t think it’s gas.”

Logan thought he knew what it was. This was like Chadrigoth when he’d gone into his cocoon to ascend to A-Class.

Something similar was happening to Treacle. Something amazing.

Treacle’s horns cracked and colorful gossamer webbing erupted in a geyser, falling over his body like a huge mourner’s veil. Logan wasn’t exactly sure what the substance was, but it was thicker and more colorful than the Lojjikki Lotion. Logan inched back, and he watched in wonder as the substance quickly formed a gelatinous coating. He could hardly make out the body of the minotaur or his contraptions through the rubbery layer of… could it be?

Logan poked the material.

Treacle was completely enshrouded in a gummy bear cocoon. He’d done it. He was advancing to B-Class. But how long was this going to take? And how would they stop their classmates from eating through the minotaur’s delicious candy coating?
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That Saturday at dinner, Logan sat with Inga at the gummy minotaur table.

Unlike with Chadrigoth, they were worried about moving Treacle and disrupting the ascension process inside his rubbery candy cocoon. Something was going on in there. It was hard to see through the gummy material, but Treacle seemed to be… pinkening.

What did it mean? No one knew.

Logan pulled his eyes away from his candied friend as Shadowcroft approached the podium, situated at the front of the Golden Serpent Hall.

“My fellow guardian cores,” he said, voice tired, “it pains me to make this announcement, but please, do not use Chadrigoth as a canvas for your graffiti art.”

One of the fourth-years, a huge cyclops wearing paint-splattered coveralls, furrowed her single great eyebrow. “What? Don’t look at me!” Pollyphina sat with her arms crossed, clutching paintbrushes. An enormous easel sat on the table beside her plate. She’d just returned from her work study program for some special tutoring. Before graduation, dungeon cores had to go out and protect actual Celestial Nodes for months on end. Logan was looking forward to it, assuming he survived his third year.

Shadowcroft waved a big tree finger. “I’m not blaming anyone in particular, and some of you have showed remarkable restraint, all things considered. However, someone has been painting the words ‘demon butt’ on our friend’s posterior. All I’m asking is that you refrain from defacing your fellow classmates, even though the temptation may be great.”

Magmarty snickered loudly as Lady Elesiel smirked. Both were giving the thumbs-up to Nemoy, the geriatric zombie merman, who was a bad influence on the Gelatinous Knight.

Rockheart saw what happened, and he pointed at his eyes and then pointed at the bad threesome. Rockheart was watching. Always watching.

Shadowcroft cleared his throat. “Yes, and now we have our friend Treacle Glimmerhappy, who is in the process of becoming an Azure Branch cultivator. I know his candy cocoon is delectable, but please—and I really feel like this shouldn’t need to be said—don’t lick the minotaur.”

Inga shook her head, both her antennae and wings pulled in tight. “It’s a shame we’re at school with such animals. It’s unfortunate that Marko is thinking of having T-shirts made that say ‘Please Don’t Lick the Minotaur.’”

Logan glanced around the room. “Where is Marko, anyway? I know Pollyphina wanted to talk with him about his Living Artistry skill.”

Inga frowned. “I think he’s cleaning the bathroom down in the undercroft?” she said, equal parts question and answer. “I do wonder what is taking him so long.”

Logan couldn’t give her an answer, but he had a bad feeling. “Let me go and see. Stay with Treacle, so, uh, he doesn’t get licked.”

Logan stood up just as Shadowcroft was flashing the clan scores and making an announcement regarding the leaderboard.

Logan took a minute to take stock.

The Crystal Tiger = 2021

The Onyx Tortoise = 1997

The Vermilion Phoenix = 1629

The Azure Dragon = 1611

He sighed. Professor Suresh was taking advantage of the fact that the powerhouses of the Azure Dragon had stalled out in their progression. Or were cocooned. Either way, Logan wasn’t sure they’d even come in second at this point. Those dang Backstories were propping up the Onyx Tortoise. They were tragically good.

Logan turned and hurried down the Stairwell of True Seeing, not even giving his human form a second glance. He reached the bottom of the steps as Marko came out of the bathroom. He was dressed in his janitorial gray jumpsuit, but for once he didn’t have his cart. Instead, he had a haunted look on his face, and he was shuffling awkwardly from hoof to hoof. He blinked. It was like he didn’t quite know where he was.

“Hey, buddy, are you okay?” Logan asked, placing a hand on his shoulder.

Marko didn’t answer. He let the tuning fork, which allowed him access to his conspiracy theory talk radio programs, fall to the ground. The fork hit with a ting, and the audio crystal in Marko’s pocket sparked to life.

The Warning Bell’s voice came on abruptly. “Of course Skip Shadowcroft doesn’t want to cancel the interschool tournament. Do you know how much money the Zeta Ridiculans are making on this little arrangement? Not to mention the Spore Lords. Surprise, surprise, there’s a fungaloid competing. Coincidence? Take it from me, Emerick Bellsman, there is no such thing as coincidences. It’s all just noise, trying to conceal the pattern.”

The satyr fished into his pocket, pulled out the audio crystal, and let it drop to the ground. He then squashed it with his hooves.

“No, Emerick,” he said, sounding sleepy. “There are a lot of coincidences.”

Logan walked up to Marko and put a hand on his shoulder. “Hey, me and Inga were upstairs. You hungry?”

Marko didn’t say anything. He stood staring at nothing. His mouth drooped open, taking on the appearance of a slack “O.” What in the world was going on with him?

Logan gave him a little shake. “Marko? Buddy? You doing alright?”

The goat man turned slowly. “I get it now,” he mumbled to no one in particular. “I get it. I don’t have to stop.”

“Stop what?” Logan asked, thoroughly confused and getting more worried by the moment.

Marko turned and gripped Logan’s arms. “Cleaning bathrooms. I can’t stop. Because do you know how many toilets there are across the multiverse? And they all have to be cleaned. I mean, they don’t have to be cleaned, but they should be cleaned. Someone has to do it, but no one wants to. It’s never-ending, man. It’s. Never. Ending. The bathrooms are the multiverse.”

Marko realized his fingernails had dug into Logan’s squishy skin. The satyr released him and took a step back. “But really, man, I’m okay with that. I’m more than okay. I kinda like it. I thought I would hate it, but doing the things no one else wants to do… it’s not so bad. Especially when so many people appreciate the result, even if they don’t ever think to thank the janitor.”

Logan grimaced. “You can’t mean that. You’re fine with cleaning bathrooms for the rest of your life?”

Marko nodded. “I’m just a small little goat man in a big, big multiverse. All possible worlds. All possible sinks. Mirrors everywhere. So many toilets. Don’t you get it? That’s us. It’s all a giant analogy. Dungeon cores are the multiverse’s janitors, doing the dirty work that no one else wants to do, for the good of the cosmic toilet that is life. I finally get it, and it’s cool. This job, it might not be glamorous, but it is necessary, and I’m okay with that. I matter. I belong.” The satyr’s eyes filled with tears. “I matter.”

Logan wasn’t expecting this. Was it a spell? Had the conspiracies finally destroyed his friend’s sanity? Well, Rockheart had warned him that the cultivation tasks might come to that. As weird as the tasks were, it seemed their third-year cultivation class really had pushed them beyond their limits. Was this what was happening to Marko?

“You do matter, buddy,” Logan said, patting his shoulder reassuringly. “Even without the bathrooms. You’re my best friend.”

Marko seemed to see Logan for the first time. “Aw, I won’t tell Treacle or Inga. But you’re my best friend, too. We can all be best friends.” Something bulged in the breast pocket of Marko’s jumpsuit. He smacked it flat. Then the pockets of his pants bulged. “I think I have something in my—”

Tentacles burst forth from every pocket of his jumpsuit, and in seconds, he was awash in rubbery gray skin and bright pink suction cups. Logan leapt forward using Pneumacity while pulling a silver sword out of his Ring of Blades.

He didn’t know what was attacking his friend, but he was going to cut those tentacles off him.

A stony hand caught him before he could strike, and Logan was thrown back. Rockheart loomed over him with both hands held out.

Mouths opened in the tentacles; they were filled with yellowing teeth and long black tongues. Inhuman eyes blinked open. So many eyes. The tentacles expanded, filling the undercroft, until Rockheart’s Invisible Barrier ability kicked in. The tentacles pressed against the conjured force field, threatening to break it, but Rockheart was more powerful. The thing stayed locked in place, protecting both Logan and the rector prime from the encroaching mass of writhing limbs.

Logan staggered back into Inga, who was standing there, mouth agape.

Rockheart sighed. “Leave it to the goat to be a royal pain in my stony butt.”

“What’s going on?” Logan asked, thoroughly confused. “I know Marko has the Luden lute, which helps him summon unspeakable creatures, but he wasn’t playing it when… when those pocket monsters went crazy.” Logan scratched his head. “Pocket Monsters is a great band name.”

“That’s what Marko would’ve said,” Inga murmured. Then she took off Melvin’s fedora. “Don’t you see? Treacle is in the process of ascending to B-Class, and now so is Marko.”

Rockheart chuckled. “So, the Blue Divine Philter paid off. You talked with Professor Gilligan, didn’t you? To work out a cure for the unfortunate side effects.”

“We did,” Logan said. “Why are you down here?”

The well-dressed gargoyle griffin shrugged. “I saw you leave, Mr. Murray, and then I felt a burst of Apothos down here. I’ve been doing this for a good long while, so it wasn’t hard to put two and two together.”

One of the eldritch tongues licked the invisible barrier. Another eye blinked rather stupidly. The entire bathroom was chock-full of cosmic horror.

Inga went and touched the force field. “Marko didn’t just level up once. He jumped two ranks at least. I cannot even begin to fathom what his appearance will be when this is over. I would imagine it will involve extra appendages. Perhaps a great many extra appendages.”

Rockheart grinned. “Or perhaps the horror has devoured him completely. The Luden lute has a bad reputation of consuming cores. Something about the power of music. It’s not my area of expertise, and I find it difficult to care. If he is strong, he will survive. Now, I’m going to go talk to the elderly merman. Again.” Rockheart sighed. “I suspect he is the one behind the Chadrigoth graffiti.”

Dealing with the bad kids was never fun for the administration.

Rockheart clomped away.

Logan realized that he’d not seen what Yullis Rockheart had looked like before he became a dungeon core. Had he been human? Elf? Dwarf? Some kind of dragon creature? In his office, he had statues of his ancestors, who were all gargoyles, but were they his dungeon guardian ancestors or his pre-dungeon family?

Logan didn’t know, and Rockheart had walked too far up for Logan to see him in the Stairwell of True Seeing.

The fungaloid stood with Inga in front of the barrier. Rockheart seemed to have enough Apothos to keep it running.

Logan didn’t know what to say. He was a bit jealous of both Treacle and Marko—they were going to shoot up in rank and finally break into the B-Ranks. Good for them. And it would help the Azure Dragons as far as the clan competition went.

He had put too much stock in the twine. What? Did he think he would suddenly advance from B-Class, Rank 4 to A-Class, Rank 10? That was highly unlikely. He’d be lucky to get to Rank 1 by the end of his schooling at Shadowcroft. Most dungeon cores never even made it to A-Class at all. Or if they did, it was after years of grinding down dungeoneers in the real world. The fact that he’d made it this far in such a short time was a cosmic wonder of enormous proportions.

He was lost in thought when Inga finally spoke. “I’m happy for them. I mean, the very difficult cultivation class has paid off for them. It is only fitting that we shall all be B-Class together.”

He could hear how wistful she sounded.

“Yeah, this is going to be huge in the finals,” he agreed. “Four B-Class dungeons? And with Marko’s mime and pie skills? I think we’ll be able to handle whatever this Lou Shador can throw at us. And let’s not feel too sorry for ourselves. I mean, I can. I undid the twine and literally got nothing for it. But you’ll finish this audit, and you’ll hit A-Class easily.”

“I did advance to Rank 6,” she said. “Not enough to get any new skills, but I have felt the increase in Apothos.”

Logan was taken aback. “Wait. What? What did I miss?”

Inga shrugged. “It was a bit shocking to go up four ranks, and to be able to find the sunglasses loophole. Professor Arketa’s sunglasses are tax deductible because she couldn’t teach without them. She’d wipe out half the student population. It was a big week.”

Logan frowned. “You have to tell me when you advance. We have to celebrate.”

“With what?” the moth woman asked. “Tell me how you would celebrate. I can answer that. Your reward would be more work, would it not?”

Logan groaned. “You’re right. I do celebrate work with more work. Maybe that’s my problem. Rockheart said work was only going to take me so far. So, let’s celebrate your Rank 6 now. You’ve almost caught up with me!”

Inga grinned. “That’s been my plan all along.”

Tet-Akhat came racing down the steps. “So it’s true! Marko is also in an ascension cocoon.” The cat woman made a face. “It is very fearsome, is it not? What do you think he will look like when he finally finishes ascending?”

“That’s what I wondered!” Inga said loudly.

Logan took one of Inga’s many hands. “Tet! You’re just in time. Inga and I were going to go up and eat a bunch of ice cream to celebrate. Inga hit mid-tier Azure Branch cultivator. When they wake up, our friends will be B-Class as well. This is awesome!”

The cat woman’s eyes were bright. “Ice cream! I love ice cream!”

Unfortunately, Logan was no longer a fan, but he appreciated what ice cream represented. These days, ice cream tasted best after sitting in the sun for a few days and developing a thin layer of fungal slime. He wasn’t going to get bogged down in the details, though. Today was a day for celebrating. For partying. For enjoying how far they’d already come, even while acknowledging how far there was still left to go.

Logan ended the day with his friends, in the hall, as they laughed and talked. It was a good night. He chose not to be jealous. He’d celebrate how well his friends were doing. He’d get to A-Class eventually.

And even if he didn’t, so what? He could still be of service to others, and he could still protect the tree. It was like Marko had said right before evolving: Dungeon cores were the janitors of the multiverse, doing the dirty work that no one else wanted to do. Maybe it wasn’t always glamorous, but it was always necessary. It mattered. And there was nothing less glamorous, but absolutely necessary, than fungus. Mushrooms were essentially the janitors of nature.

The next week was a little more difficult because it was the third-year field trip to the Crossworld Bazaar, which Professor Darnol was leading. Inga said she couldn’t go because it was a critical time in the audit, and Shadowcroft needed her for the next few weeks. If she was killed in the finals, she needed to have most of the receipts sorted and the ledgers taken care of.

Logan thought about going, but it just wouldn’t be the same without the other members of the Terrible Twelfth. Besides, he’d have to miss a session teaching the misfit mushrooms of Nightfall University. He wasn’t about to do that. Helping them wasn’t glamorous either, but it was good, and it gave him a deep sense of satisfaction.

And so, he had to watch when all the dungeon guardians came back with all the cool magic items, cultivation powders, and weird artifacts they’d found. It was a market that was literally the size of a planet, filled with millions upon millions of stalls. Nemoy, an underclassman, had broken the rules to go with the Gelatinous Knight, and the elderly undead merman was parading around in a pair of diamond earrings that seemed to make him decades younger. GK said he got new armor, but it was hard to tell, because he was as gooey as ever.

Jimi Magmarty ended up with a powerful new great helm that advanced him a few ranks. Lady Elesiel returned with a jeweled scimitar, through which she could focus her Morta Apothos. The magic scimitar had a sarcastic soul inside that only she could hear. Her sarcasm improved exponentially, and it was already pretty cutting even before the addition of the sword.

Logan and Inga had taken to studying in the cafeteria, to keep people from licking Treacle. There was a lot of poking still because it was fun to watch the gummy cocoon wiggle.

A week later, the Golden Serpent Hall was nearly empty. Inga was sorting through receipts and writing in a ledger the size of the Oxford English Dictionary. Logan was reading a book he’d found on fungaloid core theory. It was called Mushroom Omelet Exegesis by Scotty A. Morelis. Inexplicably, there were some mushroom omelet recipes thrown in alongside some extremely complicated strategies for core improvement. Logan thought he could give Pewig Bulge some tips.

He sniffed. “Do you smell that?”

“Sugar burning?” Inga asked. “Yes. Look!”

The minotaur’s cocoon had started to melt.

Logan recoiled as he got his first glimpse at Treacle’s upgraded form.

It was… strange. To say the least.
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Treacle’s dull brown hair was now a bright shade of pink. Bubble-gum pink, even. All the way from the hair around his horns down to the hair around his hooves. Both his horns and hooves were now red and white striped, like the classic Christmas candy canes. Treacle’s core whined with power as new candy-coated steampunk contraptions sprouted out of the compartments across his body. They had the melting gummy goo off him in seconds.

Treacle lifted a huge pink hand. “Well, this is not surprising given my new abilities. How long have I been out?”

“Eight days,” Logan said, studying his friend’s new form. “What do you mean by new abilities? You made all your choices without us?”

“Well, I didn’t have much of a choice at all, truth be told.” Treacle squinted at him. He really was a pink minotaur. It was going to take some getting used to without a doubt. “Through the candy haze. My past leads to my future. A bubblegum fate.”

“That haiku was very well done,” Inga breathed.

Treacle was all smiles. “Thank you. But I ascended because of your experiences on the candy world. I told Logan that, before I ascended. Yet, now my future is candy, some armor, and some haiku.”

“No crocheting?” Logan teased.

Treacle’s cheeks glowed, the pink transforming into a brilliant red. “Those were unfortunate side effects.”

“If you’ve already ascended and got new skills, can we see what they are?” Inga asked. “I am so very curious!”

Treacle nodded. “It would be easiest if I formed a symbiotic bond with Logan. That’s how we did it last year, and it worked well enough. My candy form yearns for union.”

Logan focused on his core, sending a pulse of Apothos racing through his body. That energy coalesced and rained down from his gills in the form of Symbiotic spores. The fine powder swirled around him and danced in an unfelt breeze. Treacle’s big pink nostrils flared as he inhaled the glimmering pollen. The ensuing transformation didn’t take long. Logan felt his connection to Treacle grow as the spores spread through the minotaur’s bloodstream, infecting everything they touched.

Fungal growths quickly appeared along Treacle’s shoulders and sprouted around his head.

A message appeared in Logan’s head.

Treacle Glimmerhappy has accepted Symbiotic Bonding!

Notice: As the Infecting Agent, you alone can terminate the Symbiotic bond. In addition, you will receive 10% of all Apothos cultivated by Treacle Glimmerhappy from this point forward. Bonding initiating in 3… 2… 1…

As the countdown lapsed, Logan felt Treacle’s mind become one with his. His thoughts unfurled like a blooming springtime flower. There was a vast ocean of peace waiting within the minotaur, but it was undercut by a hazy memory Treacle had buried long ago. Gnomes loved candy, but they also loved shopping for boots. In gnomic culture, footwear was very important. Too bad Treacle had hooves now.

Treacle reached out and touched Logan’s hand. “Don’t fret, friend. I bought enough boots during my time on Plimpkinny. I find this new life very satisfying. I’m at peace with who and what I have become. Perhaps it is the constant threat of death or the total disregard for life at this school, but either way, there is a certain amount of exhilaration living on the edge.”

Inga beamed at the minotaur. “You’ve come so far, Treacle!”

“As have we all,” the cow man said with a nod of his shaggy pink head. “Now, let’s look at my Guardian Matrix.”

The stat sheet filled Logan’s mind. Dimly, he heard the whir of the candy contraptions cleaning the floor of the last of the gummy cocoon. It sounded like a wet vac slurping up a spilled milkshake, which was deeply unsettling. Logan didn’t dwell on the sound for long.

<<<>>>

Treacle Glimmerhappy

Guardian Core Matrix

Base Race: Minotaur

Current Evolution: Steampunk Confectioner

Cultivator Class: Azure Branch Cultivator; B Class, Rank 10

Primary Elemental Affinities: Mallus/Fulgur

Racial Abilities:

Beast of Burden, Bovine Leap (NEW!), Herd Endurance (NEW!)

Racial Skill:

Gore

Labyrinth Sense

Maze Walk (NEW!)

Internal Alchemy:

Clockwork Organs

Engineered Anatomy

External Alchemy:

Rabid Mutagen

	Ugknot Calflings

	Gummy Bulls (NEW!)

	Peep Golems (NEW!)



Electric Alchemist

	AFS Core Improvement (Augmented Fulgur Stone)



Arcane Transmutation

Machinist Mastermind:

Blacksmith Marvel

Engineered Weapons

	Cavity Masher (NEW!)



Mechanical Monsters

	Delicious Armor (NEW!)



Confectionary Engineering (NEW!):

Fulguric Sugar Bombs (NEW!)

	Exploding Chiclets (NEW!)

	Poprock Caltrops (NEW!)



Sweet Hand Cannon (NEW!)

	Taffy Cannon (NEW!)

	Jawbreaker Machine Gun (NEW!)



<<<>>>

Logan read through all the amazing abilities in awe. “Wow. This is a ton of new stuff! I’ve honestly never seen so many skill and ability additions. This must’ve been a major evolution for you.”

Treacle nodded a little. “It is. Much of it is due to the Blue Divine Philter, so I thank you for that, Logan. It’s one of the reasons why I didn’t wait to choose my new abilities. I was able to tie a knot at the same time I ascended, but that knot had everything to do with candy. It was steeped in sugar. I was very inspired by your Wally Wanko dungeon, obviously.”

“Obviously,” Logan said, getting excited. “Let’s start at the top.”

Treacle opened his mouth, but Inga started talking a mile a minute.

“Minotaurs can leap very well using their powerful legs,” she rattled off. “They can also match the endurance of their herd, so they can keep up. Unless I’m mistaken, this should give you the ability to keep your Apothos balanced. Maze Walk appears to be a limited teleportation spell for use within your dungeon, though it cannot be used in combat. But this will help us because our dungeons have been getting bigger and bigger. With Logan’s Kurrybooboos, you can leave one section to be healed in another.”

Logan saw that Treacle had two new groups of minions—Gummy Bulls and Peep Golems. “Wait. I have a great idea,” he said, waving his hands to slow down the onslaught of information Inga was spewing out. “Let’s go down to the Tartarucha Cells. They’re probably in use, but you never know. It’s after ten on a Saturday night. They might be open. And I’d love to see what Treacle can do firsthand.”

“I think that’s a wonderful idea,” Inga agreed. “Unlike me, you’re clearly a kinesthetic learner, so a hands-on approach will help you more quickly understand his new abilities. And I’m sure the Onyx Tortoise will make an exception for us, considering we are actively preparing for the interschool tournament. Plus, he owes us one after that whole incident last year with Billy Scales.”

Together, they left the cafeteria and headed down into the undercroft.

Walking past the writhing eldritch horror that had once been Marko gave Treacle a momentary pause. “What is Marko going to be when he comes out of all”—the pink minotaur motioned to the tentacles, teeth, tongues, and eyes—“that?”

“That’s the question we’ve been asking ourselves,” Inga said with a disturbed look on her face. “If his transformation is as dramatic as yours, we’re in for a shock, I suspect.”

In the end, the Tartarucha Cells were open. Nemoy had signed up, but he’d flaked. Just another symptom of being one of the bad kids. Ikgix frowned on people not using their time in the practice dungeon. The old turtle was glad to give them access, especially since he did owe them several substantial favors.

Logan and his friends soon ended up in the blank inner sanctum—it was just raw cobblestone with torches burning in wall sconces.

Treacle tossed his core gem onto the crumbling stone pedestal and activated the dungeon-to-be.

With a casual flick of his hand, the minotaur summoned one of his new minions, a gigantic bull with broad shoulders, made entirely of gummy material. Well, its muscled body was all gummy. Those horns were razor-sharp striped candy cane.

Logan summoned a silver sword and a shield. “Is it all right to see what these things are made of?”

Treacle winced. “It won’t be pretty. But you can try.”

The bull pawed the ground, let out a thunderous roar, then dropped its head and charged Logan. The fungaloid leapt up into the air, using Pneumacity. At the same time, he chopped into the body of the Gummy Bull. His sword sank harmlessly into the rubbery substance only to be abruptly yanked out of his grasp. The sword was pulled into the creature’s gummy body until it disappeared completely.

A huge horn struck his ruby shield, batting it from his hand and sending it to the floor in a clatter.

The bull continued its unrelenting charge, careening into Logan with its head. The beast hit him in the chest and sent him flipping ass over teakettle through the air. He landed in a heap, head still spinning from the blow. The bull didn’t let up for a moment. It wheeled around in a tight circle and charged again, which was when Logan realized that its hooves weren’t gummy either—they were made of rock-hard candy. Big, nasty, and sharp.

The huge Gummy Bull was about to callously stampede Logan—

Right until Inga exploded outward, transforming into her heavy metal caterpillar form. She lunged forward and chomped down on the Gummy Bull with her fearsome mandibles. She chewed vigorously, making yummy noises, before spitting out the horns and hooves. And Logan’s sword.

She burped. “Excuse me! But that candy bull tastes delicious!”

“I’m sorry, Logan,” Treacle said, lumbering over and offering Logan a hand up. “But I warned you.”

Logan retrieved his sword and put it back into his Ring of Blades.

Treacle folded his arms across his chest. “Now, you two, let’s see how you like my Peep Golem!”

A wave of Apothos swept out of his gem, floating above the pedestal. A new creature took shape, burbling up from the ground like an erupting magma flow. The viscous substance was an alarming shade of yellow and quickly formed into a giant killer chicken, coated in granular sugar. It was the most monstrous of Peeps. It was like Easter in the abyss. It was truly terrifying.

Like with the Gummy Bull, the peep had a wicked beak and razor-sharp talons. It clucked, head wobbling, and then zeroed in on Logan.

“Don’t eat this one,” Treacle warned the gigantic caterpillar Inga.

Logan recalled his silver sword and prepared to meet the attack. After his scuffle with the Gummy Bull, he decided to add on his normal armor, then reinforce that with layers of added exoskeleton. Instead of going for speed, he was in tank mode.

“Logan, that armor isn’t going to be sufficient,” Treacle said. “Not against my Peeps. Let me craft you some. I have my Delicious Armor ability. I will use it mostly for minions, but I think I can use it on you just as well.” He waved his hands. Strands of pink hair separated from Treacle’s fingertips and danced in the air, swirling and coalescing like spun sugar being made into cotton candy. But he wasn’t making cotton candy. As more and more of the pink hair joined the mix, Treacle shaped and formed it.

The gauzy material quickly became a chest plate, then hardened, turning into a pale white substance covered in multicolored dots. The process took mere seconds, and when Treacle was finished, Logan had a complete set of jawbreaker armor, custom tailored to fit him. It was remarkably similar to the armor they’d crafted back on Sucrosia, just better.

As soon as Logan equipped the items, the Peep rushed toward him in a flurry of rustling candy wings. Its talons left deep furrows in the earthen ground as it moved. The Peep Golem closed the distance in a blink and lashed out with a thrust from its bill—the attack aimed directly at Logan’s face. He dodged and launched a counterassault, thrusting his sword into the tough sugar shell covering the bird. He wasn’t expecting what happened next.

The candy split, and molten marshmallow erupted outward in a geyser. It splashed onto the candy armor, and his whole outfit was reduced to liquid sugar in seconds. Luckily, Logan had reinforced his exoskeleton, but even then, it was like being covered in lava that quickly hardened into concrete.

Inga hurled a barrage of Moonlance missiles at the encroaching Peep beast. They struck the marshmallowy golem, one after another, knocking it away from Logan. Then Inga scurried forward and batted the Peep against the wall, where it exploded into goo.

Logan stood, covered in sweet muck. “I feel so funky,” he said, lifting his hands as he watched the molten marshmallow drip down in thick strands.

“Let me help with that.” Scurrying, candy-coated contraptions burst forth from Treacle’s body and raced over to Logan, quickly eating up the confectionary goop.

Inga had the same idea. The giant caterpillar slurped up the Peep leftovers. It must’ve been delicious. The very prim and proper Inga made all sorts of disgusting noises as she snacked.

Logan grinned. “I can’t believe how powerful those new minions are. And unexpected. The Gummy Bull has a good possibility of disarming raiders. Then you have the Peep, who can attack, but is basically a walking trap. Hit it and get covered in molten marshmallow. Ouch.”

Inga finished dining on Peep guts. She scurried back to the pedestal and reverted into her moth woman form. She tossed her gem onto the pedestal. “Logan, let’s have some fun with Treacle’s other new abilities. He can show us in real time.”

With a thought and a whisper of Apothos, she generated a dozen giant spiders, hairy and awful.

Logan couldn’t wait to see what Treacle did with those arachnid horrors. He tossed his gem onto the pedestal, so all three gems circled one another. Normally, they had four. Logan could only hope that Marko would emerge soon, better and weirder than ever.

While Inga’s spiders took up positions around the chamber, Logan created a dozen black Skullcap Waddlers, complete with Crimson Coral spears and swords. They hurried over and mounted the spiders with familiar ease. It was kind of strange, seeing the little black mushroom men on the hulking arachnids.

Treacle confidently walked into the middle of them, raised his arms, and issued a come at me gesture with both hands. “Let me show you my Cavity Smasher. Send one at me.”

Logan selected one of the waddler/spider combos and sent them barreling toward Treacle.

From out of the minotaur’s arm sprang what used to be his Terra Hammer. Now, it was a huge morning star made of the jawbreaker material. The spikes were crafted from what could only be Hershey’s Kisses. Despite the playful and zany appearance, the entire weapon crackled with electricity. Treacle might’ve looked like he was all fun and games, but the truth was he meant serious business.

Treacle brought the weapon screaming down in a wicked arc and slammed it into the spider’s head. The chocolate spikes pierced the creature’s exoskeleton and crushed its skull like an empty Coke can. The Fulgur energy raced up into the waddler, and the little guy shook so bad he dropped his Crimson Coral spear. But Treacle wasn’t done. He spun, his arm a blur, and smashed the mushroom soldier off the dying arachnid’s back, bashing him into pieces.

The waddler toppled to the floor, a huge crater in its chest, its body convulsing madly as electricity surged along its limbs.

“Why call it the Cavity Smasher?” Inga asked curiously.

“There is a ten percent chance that it will cause a painful toothache with a successful strike.”

Logan had to think for a minute. “Waddlers, let’s see your teeth!”

But none of his waddler warriors had teeth. “Ha, Treacle. My guys don’t have teeth.”

A few of the spiders, though, looked like they might be in pain. Did spiders have teeth? Or were they just worrying about the possibility of tooth pain?

“Get ready, Treacle!” Inga warned the minotaur. “We’re going to send the rest of our guys at you!”

“Do your very best,” the minotaur said grimly, widening his stance in preparation.

The Cavity Smasher retracted into his arm. From out of compartments on his back poured chiclets, which struck the floor, the ceiling, and the incoming waddlers and spiders. The gum struck and then exploded, removing arms, blowing off spider legs, and creating pockmarks across the floor. With a roar, the minotaur extended his arms. The tips of his fingers popped open as he rained glittering caltrops across the ground. Poprock caltrops. The candy started to spit and sputter. Meanwhile, Treacle crouched and launched himself up into the air. That was his Bovine Leap in action.

The spiders ran across the Poprock caltrops, and explosions followed in their wake. More than half of the waddler/spider combos were dead in seconds. Bits of smoking bodies were scattered about the bare dungeon inner sanctum.

Logan watched as Treacle’s hands flipped inward and vanished, quickly replaced by enormous cannons mounted at the end of each arm. He shot monsters while he descended like he was in a 1980s action movie. From his right cannon erupted a huge wave of golden taffy that splashed down on the spiders, miring them in place. The waddlers tried to hurl their spears, but the taffy had glued their weapons to their hands.

Treacle landed with enough force to shake the room. One of the waddlers was inches away from hacking his sword into the minotaur. But that was never going to happen.

From the cannon on the left came an onslaught of jawbreakers, hitting the mushroom man like .50 caliber rounds. The waddler was blown to pieces, and then the spider met the same fate. Treacle’s right cannon went from vomiting out strings of taffy to spewing a constant stream of jawbreakers. With the twin cannons working in tandem, the rest of Treacle’s opponents never stood a chance.

Once the last of his opponents lay dead, Treacle blew the gun smoke from one arm cannon and then the other.

Logan offered him a slow golf clap in respect. Inga, by contrast, did the parade queen clap.

Treacle bowed. “Through the candy haze. My past leads to my future. A bubblegum fate.” The pink minotaur smiled.

“Holy cow, that was amazing!” Logan shouted. He loved all of his friend’s new skills and he was proud that his Blue Divine Philter had helped so much. He’d have to make some for all the C-Class dungeons at Shadowcroft as well as his fungaloid friends in his off-world class. Along with the Lojjikki Lotion to deal with the unfortunate side effects.

If Treacle got all those new abilities, what would Marko get?

Logan couldn’t wait to find out.

But as days turned to weeks, Logan slowly gave up hope. The final tournament challenge drew ever closer, and Marko didn’t show any signs of emerging. Logan hated the idea of competing in the finals without his friend. But what else could he do? Unless something drastic changed, it seemed like they’d be facing off against Lou Shador one member short.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
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Dealing with Rockheart had become rough, especially for Inga, who still had to report to him because her cultivation task wasn’t complete yet. The audit was killing her. Logan was having flashbacks of her silverware obsession from the year before. That might have been preferable, all things considered.

Rockheart’s mood was so sour because he had to keep the force fields up in the undercroft. Otherwise, Marko’s eldritch horror cocoon would’ve swamped the library and filled the Tartarucha Cells. Rockheart finally had to reach out for help, and that made him even worse to deal with. The rector prime had to get aid from Zhen Ikgix, the venerable Threshing Turtle.

Logan and his friends treated the ancient turtle with respect. No one else knew that he was actually one of the four celestial ancestors, the Onyx Tortoise of the North, and one of the guardians who helped kill Billy Scales so long ago. However, that wicked dungeoneer had basically horcruxed himself into the dungeons on Arborea before possessing Steve the Mannequin. Anyway, Billy was dead, and Zhen Ikgix didn’t remember much, given the state of his cracked core and his aging mind. But even with all of the damage he’d sustained, he was still amazingly powerful. When he could focus.

Logan, Inga, and Treacle had had such a great time in the Tartarucha Cells, working together, that Logan signed up for all the Saturday nights after that. From nine to midnight, the cells were theirs, and they had fun mixing and matching their abilities. Candy spiders and mushroom contraptions. Gigantic centipedes covered in candy armor. There was a whole array of minions they tried out. Those training sessions proved to be invaluable because the rest of their classes were just this side of worthless…

Their tournament class had gone from being a sham with a few fringe benefits to a complete waste of time. Magmarty and Elesiel didn’t even show up anymore, and Professor Suresh obsessively trained the Ninth Circle while ignoring everyone else because he had high hopes that Logan would drop out. Their dungeoneer class was equally worthless. Professor Kobold had run out of Devil McClure films, and now they were watching Shadowcroft PSAs from hundreds of years ago.

Skip Shadowcroft was in several of them, and he looked like a complete hippie in a tie-dye tunic, bellbottom jeans, and shiny boots. Around his neck were any number of necklaces. He lectured on the evils of Enrico Kagster’s homemade hooch, known as Liverkill.

Still, Logan wasn’t too worried about his classes. He had much larger concerns on his mind, like Lou Shador and the fact that they were still one teammate short.

With every passing day, Marko’s tentacled condition only worsened, and there was no sign that he would emerge from the writhing cocoon anytime soon. Logan pondered inviting someone else to join them, Tet-Ahkat for example, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. He didn’t want to bring another lamb into the slaughter. Besides, he and Tet might’ve created the Symbiotic bond the previous year because her core had been damaged, but that didn’t mean she would want to join him again. Tet was a solitary creature, a definite introvert. She was far more aloof cat than friendly puppy dog.

There was something else to consider—Weavelord had agreed to let the Terrible Twelfth compete together, not just any random assortment of dungeons. It would be a tough sell to the judges to bring in Tet or anyone else.

And so, Logan and his friends trained relentlessly in preparation for the finals. They also started spreading rumors about the finals, in hopes of drawing Lou Shador and his Glow Brigade to them. To do that, they really needed Marko, since he was so plugged into the conspiracy theory underworld of the Ashvattha multiverse. Not even Inga could figure out how to contact Emerick “The Warning Bell” Bellsman. But she was finding some good stuff on Lou Shador. The going was slow, though, because the dungeoneer was a man who kept a great many secrets.

Logan even recruited the misfit mushrooms to gather information. He warned them not to take any chances, but if they heard anything, they should let him know. In return, Logan brewed up some Blue Divine Philter for the C-Class cores. He also provided them with Lojjikki Lotion to stop the side effects.

It was a good thing he did. Professor Rick came dangerously close to falling into the unforgiving abyss of stamp collecting. Gary Bernardii brought embroidery to their classes, and Amanda Pears became unbearably political. Until they applied the magical lotion. Then they mellowed out.

Logan was still having trouble getting them to cultivate properly. Then again, the AMKAP had certain little tricks to it. He thought about going back to Boundless Wheel, but no… Changing up techniques at this point would only confuse them.

Logan also had a little task for Professor Rick. As an adjunct professor, Rick wasn’t exactly at the epicenter of power at Nightfall University, but the guy did have a handful of useful contacts. Logan told Professor Rick to start the trash talk. Lou Shador and his Glow Brigade were afraid of Logan Murray and the Terrible Twelfth. It was why he didn’t attack them during the semifinals.

Logan figured that Wintersylver would pass along all the rumors and bragging to Lou Shador. Good. That was part of the plan. Logan wanted Lou Shador seeing red when the finals came.

Logan had a plan to make two dungeons—a fake one to make the evil dungeoneer overconfident, and a real one, to kill him and his crew. Logan didn’t know if they’d have enough Apothos for his plan, but it was the best chance they had, assuming they could pull it off.
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Three Saturdays after Treacle’s emergence, Logan and his friends left the Tartarucha Cells at midnight. Zhen Ikgix didn’t tell them who had reserved the practice dungeon for the early hours of Sunday morning. Logan was curious, but he was too tired to stick around for the dungeon guardian to show up.

He, Inga, and Treacle were on their way to the steps when they saw that Rockheart’s force barrier had failed. The tentacles didn’t lash out, though. Most had retreated to the bathroom entrance, where there was a wall of thick oily coils, eyeballs, and teeth, along with some disturbingly pink tongues licking at the air, as though tasting it.

“Zhen!” Logan called. “The barrier is down!”

Treacle was back to chewing his cud. His mouth worked furiously.

“Zhen!” Logan shouted again, frantic.

The old turtle dude didn’t answer him.

“Wait,” Inga whispered. “Look.”

From out of the tangles of tentacles, one of Marko’s hands emerged. His wrist was covered in dark ichor, which slicked the fur, but it looked like his normal hands all right. And there was the sleeve of his janitorial jumpsuit, but this was dry as a bone. Then the material changed, going from janitorial gray to a black-and-white long-sleeved shirt. Was he changing outfits mid-ascension?

Logan didn’t know what to make of it.

Zhen Ikgix shuffled forward, a giant stooped turtle man. He was twelve feet tall when unstooped, which was rare. He mostly stooped. The cracks in the onyx gem embedded in his belly were clearly visible, and sparked every once in a while.

The turtle stroked thoughtfully at his wrinkled chin. “Interesting. I’ve never seen a stranger ascension cocoon. There are a great many tentacles. Is that the lad’s arm?” he wheezed.

Inga was wringing all four of her hands. “It is Marko’s arm. I do not know if we should help pull him out or not. Why stripes? What kind of horror will we face when he emerges? The suspense is killing me!”

Logan wasn’t going to wait. He started walking forward. “Marko, buddy, we’re coming for you.”

“No need,” came Marko’s reply, his voice mellow and at peace. The cocoon split with a loud rip, and Marko walked out of the tentacles. In a flash, the massive horror that had plagued the undercroft for weeks went slurping into the pockets of his tight-fitting black pants.

Logan had expected Marko to completely Cthulhu out—enormous squid head, multiple appendages, face tentacles, and maybe even some scaly wings. But no. It was just Marko, wearing snug black pants, a black-and-white shirt, and red suspenders. Atop his head was a jaunty black French beret. The satyr’s fur was slick with slime, but the mime clothes were perfectly dry and perfectly clean. Marko’s goatish face had a thick layer of white face and black makeup slathered on. A red handkerchief was tied around his neck. He was looking mime-a-licious.

The satyr put up his hands. “I know, the transformation is shocking. I have completely changed, in every way possible. The old Marko Laskarelis is dead. Long live Marko Laskarelis!” He raised his fists in triumph.

Treacle swallowed his cud noisily. “He looks exactly the same.” He glanced at Logan and cocked his head to the side. “Doesn’t he look the same? Or am I going crazy?”

Logan stepped forward and touched the wet fur on Marko’s hand. “We were worried. Are you basically the same?”

“Am I the same?” The satyr rolled his weird goat eyes. “Uh, I don’t think so. Behold! My jaunty beret!”

He touched his cap.

“Is the mime makeup permanent?” Treacle asked in a sullen voice. “I don’t think I can live with the mime makeup.”

Marko shook his head. “Naw, it’s just part of the aesthetic. I can take it off whenever. Putting it back on is a real pain—that was part of what took me so long. I wanted my big reveal to be epic, so I took extra time to get the texture perfect.” He raised a hand and chef kissed the air. “Looks great, but it was exhausting. Honestly, I need a shower and some shut-eye. It’s been a long night.”

Logan drew him out farther from the bathroom. “Dude, it’s been over a month. Do you notice any changes?”

Marko gave the venerable Threshing Turtle a long look. “Has Shellex Aldabra joined the Terrible Twelfth? Did you replace me?”

“No, that’s Professor Zhen Ikgix,” Treacle said. “I really thought you would notice.”

“Zhen, buddy!” Marko went over to bump fists with the old turtle man. “Don’t worry, pal. Your secret is safe with me.”

The professor looked a bit troubled. “I’m going back to my room. Congratulations on your ascension. I’m sure you’ll have an… interesting career.”

“Way ahead of you, bro.” Marko spun and grabbed Logan, Inga, and Treacle. “Guys! Marko is back and better than ever before. Let me shower. We can get some hot cocoa, then I can dish on all my new abilities. That Blue Divine Philter kicked my skills into overdrive. I kinda chose a bunch of things, but then, a bunch of things were chosen for me.”

Marko backed off. “Before I shower, I’d like to tidy up the undercroft bathroom. Just real quick. The eldritch horrors left the second stall a complete disaster.” He spun and nearly ran back into the bathroom.

Zhen Ikgix had left, so Logan, Inga, and Treacle were all standing in the undercroft alone.

They were stunned into silence until Tet-Ahkat came walking down the stairs. She stood there, brow furrowed. “Where are Marko’s tentacles? And why do you look so confused?”

Inga pointed. “He emerged. He’s B-Class now. But… Well, to be honest, we’re a bit baffled.”

Tet’s brow wasn’t going to come unfurrowed anytime soon. “If he’s a brand-new Azure Branch cultivator, why is he still cleaning the bathroom? Do you know what his new skills are? And what does his new guardian form look like?”

“He looks the same,” Treacle said. “Exactly the same. Other than his wardrobe.”

“I heard that!” Marko’s voice came echoing out of the bathroom. “And Treacle, why are you pink all of a sudden? And did you know your horns and hooves look like a Forevergreen festival candy curl?”

“Candy cane,” Logan corrected.

“I’m kind of a cane expert,” Marko replied. “I think I know what a cane looks like. Keep your weird Urothling stuff to yourself. Almost done in here!”

“I’ll let you all have your privacy,” Tet said. She started to walk toward the doors of the Tartarucha Cells, then turned. “Do you want to join me in the dungeon simulator? I’ve been becoming more nocturnal, so I’ve been signing up for the midnight slot. You can join me if you want.” She paused. “But I don’t believe I want to symbiotically bond with you at this juncture. Things have… changed since last year.”

“We totally understand,” Logan said.

Marko came pushing his cart out of the bathroom, one wheel squeaking as it rolled across the floor. He was still in his mime costume and the mime makeup, complete with the little black triangles under his eyes. “I’m ready to unveil my ultimate powers, which have been heavily influenced by my clown college experience. Nick Nicklewise is going to be blown away. I’m next level, baby. Totally next level.”

Tet squinted and looked doubtful. “Come. I want to witness these supposed powers.”

“Cat girl says what?” Marko asked.

Logan went over and grabbed his friend’s arm. “We’re going to witness firsthand your B-Class powers.”

Marko’s face lit up. “You guys are in for a treat. Prepare to be blown away!”


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
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Logan infected Marko with his Symbiotic spores, and the fungal growths sprouted on Marko’s head and shoulders, looking like white dust against his dark fur. His hair was slowly returning to normal, though it was hard to call him normal, since he looked like a silent French clown mixed with a farm animal.

All four of the core gems floated over the pedestal.

A second later, Logan and the Terrible Twelfth were seeing Marko’s updated Guardian Core Matrix in real time. It was beyond impressive.

<<<>>>

Marko Laskarelis

Guardian Core Matrix

Base Race: Dungeon Satyr

Current Evolution: Nether Mime

Cultivator Class: Azure Branch Cultivator; B Class, Rank 10

Primary Elemental Affinities: Aqua/Umbra

Racial Abilities:

Silver Tongued, Blood of the Fae, Goat Step (NEW!)

Racial Skill:

Spectral Song

Unrelenting Debauchery

Dancer’s Dodge (NEW!)

Wicked Aim (NEW!)

College of Rhetoric:

Vicious Insult

Ventriloquist

Language of Dance

	Nataraja’s Wretched Rhythm

	The Dumbshow of Burguk



College of Shadows:

Living Artistry

Shadow Betrayal

	Eldritch Shadow Play



Summon Feast

	Die Pies (NEW!)



College of Form:

Mannequin

	Dummy Head Destruction (NEW!)



Mimic Form

Crazy Clown Posse (NEW!)

	Markalo Carriage Trickery (NEW!)



College of the Mimestry (NEW!)

Jaunty Beret of Hat Trickery (NEW!)

	Beret of Krulling (NEW!)

	Beret of Holding (NEW!)

	Beret of Puppetronics (NEW!)



Gravitatious Clownocity (NEW!)

Reality Mime (NEW!)

	Lesser Motions (NEW!)

	Intermediate Clownetic Building (Locked!)

	Advanced Mimetic Creations (Locked!)



Acid Daisy (NEW!)

Ropes of Dropping (NEW!)

	Garbage Drop (NEW!)

	Anvil Drop (Locked!)

	Piano Drop (Locked!)



Annoying Close-Up Magic (NEW!)

<<<>>>

No one said a thing for several minutes.

Logan couldn’t believe the advancements. Treacle’s skills had been impressive. Marko’s abilities, though, had basically doubled. Had the satyr become the most powerful member of their cohort?

Marko was now a Nether Mime, which was an amazing evolution name.

And to think, they’d laughed about the whole clown school thing. It seemed it really had been a clown college after all, and according to Marko, the Blue Divine Philter had really helped push him to achieve the impossible. Suffering through Marko’s paranoia and narcissism had been worth it in the end.

Logan remembered what Rockheart had said—a dungeon guardian could leap to A-Class with half the work. For Marko, it was more like a quarter. And yet here they were. Ascension really was a mystery.

Tet let out a hiss. “I do not see what you all are ogling. Would you be able to show me the goat man’s new skills?”

“I do apologize,” Inga said, a bit flustered. She used her gem like a video crystal to broadcast Marko’s updated Matrix.

Tet carefully read through the skills. “I’m not sure what some of these abilities are. Crazy Clown Posse? A clown carriage? Die pies? And what is a Beret of Krulling?”

Marko laughed maniacally. “I am dying to show you. Or you’ll be dying.” Marko caught himself. “Not you specifically, Tet. That was just showmanship and wordplay. And speaking of play, how about we play a little game? I’ll take over the dungeon alone, craft a quick inner sanctum, and you all can send in your minions in full-on siege mode.” Marko cracked his knuckles. “Let me get my game face on. Or off.”

He mimed having a purse, and the ghostly shape of a purse appeared. Then, with nimble fingers, he mimed pulling out a mirror, makeup remover, and cotton balls. When he mimed taking off the makeup, the face paint disappeared. He slung the purse around his back, and it vanished. “That is some Lesser Motion Reality miming. I can do the small stuff for now. At some point, I’ll basically be able to reshape reality permanently. It’s a little thing I’ll be able to do. No big deal. Shaping all of reality with my mind and advanced charades.”

“We are all doomed,” Tet breathed.

Inga shook off her shock. “Marko is a friend. This will only help us protect the Tree of Souls. I love Marko’s idea! We’ll craft our minions, and then come bursting in.”

Logan still wasn’t sure what to say about Marko’s ascension. In some ways, it felt too good to be true. He couldn’t wait to face off with Lou Shador and his Glow Brigade. “Okay, let’s create a quick entryway to the inner sanctum. Don’t get fancy, Marko. We don’t have all night. Our main goal is to see your new skills in action.”

“Gotcha, boss.” Marko shot him twin finger guns. “I think with Intermediate Clownetic Building, I can literally turn my fingers into what you Urothlings refer to as guns. I’ll keep it simple, sweetie.”

Logan knew that was probably a lost cause as he retrieved his core and reattached it to his belly. He turned and headed into the generic dungeon hallway with the others in tow. Marko seemed extremely confident in his ability to fend them all off, so Logan didn’t hold back. He crafted six elite waddlers, decked out in Crimson Coral armor, and summoned six spore wargs to serve as their respective mounts. They’d be fast, mean, and mobile—a deadly combination for the unprepared.

Inga generated Roy Boy and upgraded him until he was massively strong. The Spartan Centipede Warrior towered over her other giant centipedes. She added a few giant spiders just to be safe.

Treacle had fitted his candied Ugknot Calflings in new bright pink armor. The miniature minotaurs had a variety of weapons at their disposal. Treacle upgraded one of the Calflings into a floor boss and gave him a jawbreaker Gatling gun as well as gummy armor capable of absorbing an insane amount of physical damage. There wasn’t a lot of room in the hall, so Treacle didn’t summon his Gummy Bulls or his Peep Golems, but it was still a formidable force.

Tet walked around the minions, shaking her head. “And this is the Terrible Twelfth that Chadrigoth used to revile so. You have come far, and in truth, you have surpassed us. Even me. And I thought my minions were fierce.”

With that, Tet summoned her Mew Serpents, a handful of Mummified Baasts, and two of her Khopesh Beetles. The Mew Serpents were fearsome things without a doubt—like the unholy love child of a saber-toothed tiger and a king cobra. Each had a long, lashing tail that ended in a wickedly sharp black blade. The Baasts were lithe mummified cat men equipped with bronze armor, shields, and swords. Her Khopesh Beetles were huge, armored, insectile tanks with big sickle swords instead of mandibles.

Logan’s wimpy little fungal minions just weren’t that impressive in comparison to the rest of the assembled mobs, but they would serve well enough. Mariah Carey rode Noodle over to Logan.

“Don’t worry,” she squeaked in her high-pitched voice. “Let go of the minion envy. We might not be mighty, but we are plucky.” She waved her crimson shepherd’s crook. In her armor, she was pretty fearsome.

Logan watched as the bare entrance to the inner sanctum shimmered and transformed into the entrance of a tent—a big top. Large round lights appeared, spelling out the name of the practice dungeon, Marko’s Mime Time Circus and Exhibitionary.

Treacle took out a sheaf of dried wheat and took a bite. “I don’t think most of the words describing his abilities are actually words. Like ‘exhibitionary.’ That’s not a word.”

“I had that same thought,” Inga said. “Mimestry? Clownetic. Not a single one of them is an actual word. I wasn’t going to say anything because I did not wish to be that girl.”

Tet came over and patted Inga’s shoulder. “You and I are always that girl. Don’t get me started on Gravitatious Clownocity. I suspect that is just juggling.”

“Nothing is just juggling!” Marko’s maniacal laughter broke through the tent flap. What followed was a ringmaster drawing people in. “Come one, come all, for the greatest show in the Ashvattha Multiverse. Step right up. Step right up. And embrace your doom!”

Logan clambered on top of Booker, his evolved Blister Warg. “I’ll lead the charge,” he said, glancing over one shoulder at the others. “We’ll start out easy on him. Then Inga, then Treacle, and then we’ll follow that up with Tet’s troops.”

Without waiting for a reply, Logan rode his warg through the tent flaps and into the big top. He found himself in a large circular arena with a tent rising high overhead, supported by two central poles as thick as tree trunks. Rows of empty seats encircled the perimeter. Marko stood in the center of the ring on a raised circular dais, resplendent in a new outfit—a spangled and sequined ringmaster’s suit, though he still had that jaunty beret. It went perfectly with his horns. He stood next to a wooden pedestal painted in colorful images of circus attractions, animals, clowns, and acrobatics.

Inga, Treacle, and Tet came in and sat in the top row of seats to watch.

Logan rode Booker forward. “Okay, Marko, show me what your beret can do!”

Marko plucked it off his head. “The Jaunty Beret of Hat Trickery has three abilities.”

“Sure it does,” Logan said. “Because it’s like a hat trick in hockey, I would imagine.”

“I don’t know what hockey is, Urothling. But bear witness to the Beret of Krulling!” Blades ripped through the fabric of the beret, and the cap went spinning around the circus tent like a magical shuriken, slicing off the legs of Logan’s invading Spore Wargs.

Suddenly, Logan got it. There was that old ’80s movie, Krull, with the weapon that had the spinning blades. For some reason, it was called a glaive. It wasn’t a glaive. But whatever.

The spinning blades swooped down and ripped through Booker’s back legs. Logan was tossed off his beloved spore puppy. He used his Pneumacity ability to float down to the front row of seats.

Mariah Carey rushed past him in a charge, followed by his remaining wargs.

Marko caught the Beret of Krulling, and the blades vanished. It was but a simple beret once more. Marko then reached in and pulled out a spiked plunger. “My hat’s second skill is a Beret of Holding. I have all sorts of cleaning items in there that I can use as weapons. Now observe as I use my Dancer’s Dodge ability to avoid every attack!”

He did a jig around the various minions trying to cut him apart with Crimson Coral swords or bite him with their fungal fangs. He bashed in a waddler’s head with the plunger. “I have a mop spear that’s pretty cool, some cleaning sprays, and my squeegees of ultimate doom. You know, the basics.”

Marko spun in a dazzling circle, the sequins flashing on his suit jacket, and kicked the head off a waddler. “That’s my Goat Step. It lets me climb almost any surface, but it also gives me some super powerful kicks. Have I mentioned how much I love hooves?”

He launched into a complicated dance, which ended up mesmerizing all the rest of Logan’s troops.

Marko laughed. “This is my old standby, Nataraja’s Wretched Rhythm, but watch this little trick.” Marko stuffed the plunger back into the beret, then tossed the beret onto Mariah Carey’s head. “Wicked Aim is really going to help me with both my knife throwing and my beret tossing. Now behold, as I become the Master of Puppetronics.”

“Not a word!” Treacle called down to him, one hand cupped around his mouth.

Mariah suddenly went rigid. Marko’s arm went up. Mariah’s arm went up. Marko did a little tap dancing. Mariah mimicked his every move.

With a snap of his fingers, Marko unleashed his new puppet on the remnants of Logan’s minions. Mariah could do everything that Marko could do, and so her movements were graceful and striking as she cut apart the rest of the waddlers and wargs.

Poor Mariah had a look of horror on her mushroom face. “I can’t stop!” she squeaked. “The puppet master is pulling my strings! Blinding my mind and haunting my dreams.”

Marko made a fist, which pulled the beret off Mariah’s head.

“Now I can get revenge!” she cried. She took two steps and then was chopped in half by a well-thrown Beret of Krulling.

Her last words were, “‘To sleep, to dream, aye, there’s the rub.’”

She closed her eyes.

“So dramatic,” Logan sighed. He pulled her Apothos back into his gem core.

“Impressive!” Inga cried from above. “But I am curious to see how you handle my insects!”

Roy Boy led a contingent of giant centipedes down the aisles between the seats.

“You’ve already seen my Reality Mime, but let me show you some true next-level Mimestry.” Marko flung up his hands and did the whole invisible wall mime thing.

There was a centipede car crash as the first bug slammed into an invisible barrier, then the next, then the next.

Roy Boy was able to slither around the wreck, but it was a mess. The armored minion crawled quickly down the seats, coming ever closer to where Marko stood next to the dungeon’s wooden pedestal.

Marko mimed pulling on a rope. A ton of garbage tumbled out of the thin air above the Spartan centipede. “That combines Reality Mime and Ropes of Pulling. I can only do kitchen trash for now, but it does pack a wallop. And it smells super bad.”

Logan, still in the front row, thought it smelled pretty great.

Roy Boy, though, was trying not to gag. The huge centipede had finally made it down into the arena, but Marko was ready for him. He pulled a deck of cards from one sequined pocket and unfurled it into a fan with one hand.

“Now, I get to show off with my Annoying Close-Up Magic. Pick a card, any card,” he taunted. An ace of spades floated into the air, then quickly disappeared back into the mix.

The cards quickly fluttered around Marko’s hands, moving in graceful twirls and artful shuffles. It was hypnotic.

Roy stopped dead in his tracks, stunned into stillness as he searched for his card in the relentless flutter of the deck. A second later, Marko flung the cards, and they cut into Roy’s eyes, blinding him.

“Wicked Aim for the win, once more. Sorry, Roy, but time for a little Goat Step.” Marko spun and kicked Roy in the thorax, sending pieces of his armor flying.

Marko danced back, ducking Roy’s sword swipes easily, and ended the minion by hurling his three magical daggers with a flick of his wrist. “Still have my knives. But now? I can basically hit anything, anywhere. I probably won’t use them very much with the Beret of Krulling, but it’s always good to have a backup weapon.”

The mimed wall had finally failed, but Marko was easily able to kill the other centipedes with his beret. He also flung a spear mop, which flew supernaturally well given that the non-pointy end was a dirty mop head.

Inga made her way down to stand next to Logan. She stood with two arms across her chest and two arms on her hips. “And this is the satyr who never wanted to work.”

“That was before I found the serenity of cleaning bathrooms,” Marko said. “Was I really that obsessed with all that conspiracy theory stuff? That’s so not me.”

Treacle’s Sweet Hand Cannon started firing jawbreakers from up in the stands. Marko danced back, avoiding every projectile. Dancer’s Dodge wasn’t letting him down. Marko then used Goat Step to hop up the stands, getting closer and closer.

From out of nowhere, he produced a cream-covered pie. Or it looked like a cream-covered pie at any rate. He tossed the pie into a candied Ugknot Calfling. It landed with a splat, and wisps of white steam curled up as a goopy, acid-like substance melted clean through the minotaur minion and proceeded to eat a hole in the wooden stands. Another Calfling inadvertently stepped in it and lost a foot for its trouble.

“Ha! Yeah, that’s right! I have acid pies,” Marko said, “and I’ll unlock even more varieties of pies as I rank up. Poison pies. Explosive pies. All sorts of Die Pies.”

Marko tossed his beret into the air, and juggling pins tumbled out. The hat then sprouted blades and whizzed off with a life of its own, seemingly hell-bent on decapitating Treacle’s floor boss.

Marko, halfway up the stands, was juggling the bowling pins.

“I’ve been curious about his Gravitatious Clownocity,” Inga said, watching the madness of his act.

Marko didn’t just juggle the pins, he also plucked swords and axes from the Calflings’ hands, effortlessly adding them into the mix. In seconds, he was juggling a variety of objects, and then, without warning, he sent the swords and axes falling back into the faces of the captivated Calflings. Many were chopped into carne asada by their own blades. Marko grinned like a psychopath and kept right on juggling, bowling pins spinning and wheeling through the air in lazy arcs. More amazing still, the satyr somehow managed to scoop up one of the Calflings and juggled the minion along with everything else.

It was a dizzying display.

Marko finally let the Calfling drop in front of him. The poor guy was so discombobulated, he stumbled around drunkenly, arms pinwheeling as he tried to keep his balance. Marko grabbed the minion by the arm to steady him. “Want to smell the flower on my lapel?” he asked, leaning in close.

The Calfling huffed and attempted to gore Marko, but too late. Out of the flower spurted a stream of acid, melting the minotaur’s face. “That’s Acid Daisy. Pretty simple. Pretty classic. Pretty gross.”

Treacle came marching down, the wooden steps creaking beneath his weight. “That’s enough. Well, Marko, I can’t imagine you have anything left in your repertoire.”

“Oh, I’m just getting started, Treacle ol’ pal. Now it’s time to bring it all together for the main event!”

Marko leapt and danced and Goat Stepped his way back down to the bottom of the seats, taking up a position beside the pedestal. With a wave and a flourish, he summoned up a dozen mannequins. The unnerving, faceless minions spread out before him, forming a half circle. They stood utterly still as they waited for instructions. He cracked his knuckles, pulled out his Luden lute, and raised one hand, preparing to strum the instrument.

“Alright, I’m ready for Tet,” he said, “though I think I’m going to keep my Crazy Clown Posse a secret for now. Just in case we have any spies keeping an eye on us down here. Don’t want to show all our cards.”

Inga’s antennae whirled. “Is he being strategic? Or is he being paranoid?”

“Hard to tell,” Logan replied. But the Crazy Clown Posse couldn’t be what he thought it might be. No. That would be too zany even by Shadowcroft standards—the name had to be a coincidence.

All thoughts of the Crazy Clown Posse fled his mind as Marko’s hand flashed across the strings of the Luden lute, letting out a discordant jangle that clawed at the air.

Tet had the most minions by far. However, Marko summoned a whole collection of horrible things using his Luden lute, playing a tune that made Logan want to tear out his ears, and he didn’t even have ears. The tentacle horrors, exactly like the kind that had made up Marko’s ascension cocoon, attacked Tet’s Mew Serpents and Mummified Baasts. Coils held bodies, ripping off limbs with ease, while fanged mouths removed heads and tore through necks. An obscene, almost comical, amount of blood and gore splashed across the floor of the big top.

It was like watching something straight out of an Evil Dead movie.

While the tentacles did their grisly work, Marko leapt into action, unleashing the full extent of his new abilities, including his Dummy Head Destruction skill. Basically, it turned his mannequins into living bombs. The kamikaze dummies took out both of Tet’s Khopesh Beetles.

Acid pies flew by the dozen, burning through flesh, bandages, and the wooden stands with equal ease. Marko juggled mannequin heads in great, swooping circles and tossed them like grenades. The Beret of Krulling seemed to be everywhere at once, slicing off the heads of Mew Serpents or disarming, literally, the Mummified Baasts.

Marko finally ended the fight by killing the last Mummified Baast with his two squeegees of ultimate doom, one in each hand. They seemed as sharp as vorpal blades.

Tet clapped as the carnage finally ceased, the last of her forces falling dead and lifeless to the ground. “I am very pleased to witness this display, Marko Laskarelis. You have shown that you are truly on the path of the holy fool. There were times I wondered what Logan and the others saw in you. Now I see it for myself.”

That made Marko smile. “I appreciate it, whisker face, but it’s no big deal. Really. I’m just a simple clown goat trying to save the multiverse.”

Logan couldn’t help but think that with all those new abilities, Marko would have no trouble doing just that. Logan was surprised to find that he wasn’t jealous at all. His friend had endured a lot to get here, and even though the Blue Divine Philter had helped him advance, Marko had earned his place and his abilities.

He did have one question for the uber-powered Marko, though. “Now that the Blue Divine Philter is out of your system, are you ready to use your conspiracy theory contacts to really lay on the misinformation?”

“I am so ready!” Marko shouted.

“Good,” Logan said. “Because with your help, we’re going to lure in Lou Shador and throw a Die Pie right into his stupid face.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
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The next couple of weeks flew by.

Marko dove back into the world of the conspiracy theories. He called Emerick “the Warning Bell” Bellsman every day, using his Ventriloquist ability to disguise his voice. He had as many personalities as a team of Russian bots.

One of his personalities hammered home how weak Logan and the Terrible Twelfth were. And how weak fungaloids were in general. He expounded at great length about how shameful it was that a fungaloid had even made it this far into the competition and told anyone who would listen that Logan would be easy pickings in the finals. Marko also emphasized the antics of a certain goat man—definitely the weakest link in the chain. There were even rumors that the fool satyr had spent his third year going to clown school.

Then Marko would argue the opposite—Logan and the Terrible Twelfth were incredibly powerful, and Lou Shador would get a ton of Apothos if he attacked them first.

Sometimes, Marko overemphasized that he and Treacle had ascended to Azure Branch cultivators. Sometimes, he said that their ascension was just a rumor and that both were weak C-Class. That was the nice thing about the conspiracy theories—you could say both things were true at the same time, so no one knew what to believe, so they ended up believing everything. Or nothing. Or landing on something that was close to the middle but also completely wrong.

At the same time, Inga filed false dungeon plans with the auditing agency, weak dungeon schematics for the finals that seemed ridiculous. Her dungeons were like a bad version of the Winchester Mystery House—stairwells that went nowhere, obvious traps, and a barely defended inner sanctum.

The finalists didn’t have to turn in their plans. Wintersylver sure wasn’t. However, Inga knew that those plans would find their way to Lou Shador eventually. She also said, “If doing a tax audit for five hundred years of back taxes has taught me anything, it’s that the truth is very flexible and there’s a fine line between telling a lie and claiming a deduction.”

Logan had run his own business back on Earth. He knew all about gray areas.

They had a few weeks before the end of the school year exams and the finals of the interschool tournament. Neither Logan nor Wintersylver knew where they would be building their dungeons—there was a two-week window as the tournament judges waited for new Celestial Nodes to bloom. Then it would be a matter of the dungeons luring in raiders.

Logan didn’t think that would be a problem since they were doing so much trolling already. And it wasn’t like Lou Shador and his Glow Brigade would go after Wintersylver, not when she was probably the one supplying them with information in the first place.

Logan did, however, have two concerns. One was Inga. The poor moth woman was working herself to death with the audit. There were critical pieces of documentation she hadn’t been able to find, and she was burning the midnight oil in a desperate attempt to locate them. She was more frazzled than he’d ever seen her before, and he had absolutely no idea how to help her. Not even her obsession with the perfect table setting had run this deep.

These dark waters were uncharted and navigating through them was a perilous thing.

Logan was also having trouble with his misfit mushrooms. They’d been working diligently to perfect the As Many Knots as Possible technique, but no one had ranked up yet. Not even with help from the Blue Divine Philter and the added Lojjikki Lotion. Yeez Tee fought hard to keep his hope alive. He was running out the door less and less, and yet he still didn’t handle failure that well. Logan didn’t want the troubled rebel to backslide into despair. He had to reach them. And he thought he might know how. It was a long shot, sure, but at this point what did any of them have left to lose?

With two weeks of classes left, Logan headed over to Nightfall University and gathered together Professor Rick and the rest of the outcast mushroom men and women. Pewig Bulge, Gary Bernardii, Amanda Pears... all of them were there. He’d never seen a more broken and defeated-looking group of dungeon cores. They were going through the motions because Logan believed in them, but it was clear they didn’t really believe in themselves. Defeat and resignation in equal parts were hammered into the lines of their faces and the slump of their shoulders.

Logan posted up behind the podium at the front of the classroom. “I’m thinking today we do something a bit different.”

Yeez Tee folded his arms. “We’re hopeless, Logan. I know we’re loveable misfits, and I know you believe in us even when we can’t believe in ourselves, but you’ve tried for weeks to get us to master this technique, and we’ve gotten nowhere.” He frowned like the naysayer he was.

“Right, Yeez,” Logan said. “That means we have to flip the script. There’s plenty of Apothos on campus, but I’m wondering if we can’t find a spot that’s especially strong. Maybe somewhere outside of the classroom?”

Professor Rick snapped his fingers. “There’s that new Melvin R. Chevalier Park that has a ton of Apothos. We could head over there. Class outside? Oh, Rick, you’re letting Logan Murray turn you into a rebel. I know, Lori, you always did like it when I broke the rules. Let’s do it!”

Professor Rick and Logan led the misfit mushroom guardians out of the building and across the campus to a ridge of rock jutting out into the Onyx Ravine. Overhead, minerals in the rocks glittered like stars. Lamps lined the walkways, which wound and snaked through a lush forest filled with towering trees that glowed with latent Apothos. It was a serene spot all right.

Once they were far enough away from the main campus, Logan had the class sit in a circle around him, including Professor Rick and Lori. He cleared this throat. “If you’re willing, I’m going to do a Symbiotic bond with you all. Then, when we’re connected, I’ll show you how I perfected the AMKAP technique. I’ll be able to manipulate each of your cores directly through the bond and guide you through the exercise—teach you exactly how it should feel.”

Professor Rick was positively beaming. “We did this before. Last year. It was very effective, if a little intimate. I can’t imagine Headmaster Webbs would approve. But heck, look at us! We’re already doing class outside the classroom. We’re breaking all the rules today. What’s one more little rule?”

Yeez shot to his feet. “You just want to take over my mind and turn me into a slave. It’s not happening, Logan. I’m a loner. I was meant to be alone. All the while cursing the crushing loneliness that consumes my every waking thought.”

Logan was prepared for this. “Look, Yeez, you don’t have to do it. I know bonding can get deeply personal. But it might be your one chance to break through the barrier that’s been holding you back all these years. It’ll be uncomfortable, but it’s like my uncle Bud always used to say—growth is always uncomfortable.”

Pewig Bulge suddenly roared, “Sit down, Yeez. You’re one of us. Stop pretending you’re not!”

Yeez sat. “I respect strong leadership,” he said. “I can sense that you’re going to break us like wild stallions.”

Gary Bernardii ate some of the grass with the mouths in the palms of his hands. “You know, this is like how the four celestial ancestors taught their students, out in the open, in the forests of far-flung worlds. I feel like I’m in the presence of a true master.”

Logan wasn’t sure how to accept the compliment. He tried to move them on. “Because I’m B-Class, Rank 4—”

The misfit mushroom cores all gasped and stared, whispering and chattering. Even Professor Rick had to go over how amazing that was with Lori.

Logan lifted his hands. “You guys will get there. With some work.”

Yeez frowned. “Oh, sure, you worked hard, but I overheard you the other day talking with Professor Rick. All your hard work has you stuck. I guess work and perseverance aren’t all that they’re cracked up to be.”

“They are,” Logan countered. “But they can only take you so far. It’s like… you do the work, you accept the gifts you get, and you don’t worry about the stuff you don’t get. At a certain point, you just need to divorce yourself from the outcome and accept that not everything is inside your control. It’s about gratitude, man. It’s being grateful for the fruits of your labor, though they might not be the fruit you thought you’d get.”

Gary let out a happy sigh. “So wise. So powerful. We’re ready to work, Professor Murray!”

Logan wasn’t sure if he liked the sound of that. On the other hand, he could get used to it pretty quickly if he had to. But really, his goal wasn’t to teach. It was to protect Earth and see about getting his homeworld a bit more Apothos.

First things first, he wanted to help his friends. “As I was saying, I can bind myself to seven hosts total, and I can hold it for four hours, thanks to the three knots around my core.”

There was more chatter.

“Three knots?”

“B-Class?”

“Are we sure he’s from Uroth?”

Logan raised his hands and silenced the class with a look. “I’m bound to my friend Inga, but I can still do six more. Which means, I need some volunteers.”

He got his volunteers right off the bat. Yeez Tee was one of them as well as the other usual suspects. Those that wanted to bind with him all moved forward, while the others waited in the back, watching with great expectations in their eyes.

Logan let the Symbiotic spores leak out of his gills, swirling and dancing through the air around him.

Professor Rick, Yeez, Gary, Amanda, Pewig, and Luco Paxillus all breathed in his spores. Luco was mostly nose and cap. His nostrils flared dramatically as he inhaled.

Professor Rick smiled. “That smells good. But Logan, you can include the entire class. Don’t you see?”

Logan didn’t understand. He saw the normal Symbiotic bonding messages. The names of the misfit mushroom cores filled his head, and he would be getting 10% of any Apothos they cultivated. But then something strange happened.

Professor Rick unleashed his own Symbiotic spores, and so did Gary, Amanda, and Luco. In seconds, a great golden wave of spores washed over the clearing like an early morning ground fog. Logan realized in a flash that they could daisy-chain the Symbiotic spore connection to include the entire class. He couldn’t personally bind to every student, but he could bind with several who could bind with more and more still, since all fungaloids possessed the Symbiotic ability.

He felt himself linked to all the cores. Felt their energy surge into him along with a rush of distant thoughts and feelings. He knew enough not to go delving into their psyches—he hadn’t forgotten what had happened with Chadrigoth.

The other fungaloids, however, didn’t have his self-restraint. He was suddenly an open book to them. Logan, at first, was supremely uncomfortable bearing his soul to these relative strangers. Then he realized he didn’t have anything to hide. It was one of the benefits of being a good person. No secrets.

They did see his disappointment, his little flashes of despair, and a bit of envy he hadn’t even realized was there. There was also some smugness and arrogance. Was it a problem? Logan didn’t know. But all of those faults, be they big or small, were balanced out by the core values that had taken him this far in life. His determination and unwavering loyalty. His commitment to doing what was right, even when it was hard. His willingness to sacrifice, to suffer for his convictions, and his unbreakable will, reinforced with a perpetual beam of optimism.

It was a revelation that he wasn’t perfect. Wasn’t a messiah. He was something better, in its own way. A real person, who could show others the way forward, because he was like them. Not above them.

As knowledge of himself went out, Apothos came in, filling his core with an unimaginable ocean of Apothos. They were all so attuned. He had the idea that if there were more fungaloids, they could basically daisy-chain an infinite number of mushroom cores.

Had the Spore Lords figured this out? They must’ve. What had happened to them? Had they gathered so much power that they transcended all of reality? Had they become gods?

Professor Rick’s voice suddenly appeared in his mind. <Best not to think too much of the Spore Lords, Logan. There is a certain seductive quality to this Symbiotic bond we all share. Let’s have you show us the technique so we can disconnect.>

Before Logan could send anything, Yeez piped up. <Oh, you guys. You’ve been so patient with me. I can’t thank you enough. I’ll be… better. I promise.>

<Love ya, Yeez,> Gary sent, while patting him on the shoulder.

<You’re one of us, guy,> Amanda added.

<I like your hat and cape. Always have. Always will.> That was from Pewig Pulge.

A new, very feminine, voice chuckled. <Glad you always come back, Yeez. We’re going to be outcast oddballs together. To the very end.>

<Is that Lori?> Logan asked in wonder.

Lori laughed. <It is. Rick and I love having you in class. You really are special, Logan Murray. And I know that compliments make you uncomfortable, so let’s move on.>

They were in perfect communion. It was comforting and flawless, as good as linking up with the Terrible Twelfth, or maybe a bit better, because of all the fungal power fueling them. They were a true community. Logan could easily see himself wanting to take over an entire world with just fungaloids. Those Celestial Nodes would be totally safe forever. Why stop at one world? Why not infect whole galaxies?

<Careful, Logan,> Professor Rick sent. <Get on with it.>

It was the first time the professor had been stern.

Logan shook his head, pushing away thoughts of transcendence and immortality. This power was great. Maybe too great. He needed to focus on the task at hand, then break this communion before things spiraled out of control. With a renewed sense of will and purpose, he pulled in Apothos from the air, from the Onyx Ravine, from the many mushrooms he was attached to. Seventeen in all.

He then took a deep breath and showed them how he pushed the Apothos into his core. His knots glimmered like three stars, glowing brighter, brighter, brighter. He saw he could tie another knot, so easily, and he saw how their combined power helped him feel the Tree of Souls.

He tied his fourth knot with his fungal friends cheering him on. Yes!

And then, he felt himself ranking up, one rank, two ranks, three ranks, and more. It felt so effortless.

There was no jealousy. No animosity. Just perfect union. And he found that Gary was ranking, as were Professor Rick and Pewig Bulge. The fungal basilisk hit C-Class. His scales thickened and he changed forms, becoming longer and more muscled. Amanda Pears leveled, and so did Yeez Tee and Luco Paxillus, who was grinning like a loon under his huge nose and big cap.

Logan couldn’t get to A-Class, could he?

He felt the Tree of Souls calling to him, and he went. It was like before, in the Sacred Hollow. He saw the four celestial ancestors on a wide limb—the Azure Dragon, the Onyx Tortoise, the Vermillion Phoenix, and the Crystal Tiger. They were beautiful guardians, but curiously, they wanted him to stay away from the trunk of the grand tree, Ashvattha. It filled Logan’s sight, calling to him, beckoning him onward.

Logan felt the power emanating up from the branch, into his feet, and throughout his body. The air was thick with pollen. Or were those spores? Or were they the milk of all the stars?

And those four heroic dungeon guardians stood in front of him, standing there in front of the massive tree taking up the entire horizon.

From above, from the vast wash of stars, the Golden Serpent slithered down, circling the Tree of Souls. His sleek, scaled body seemed to have the same diameter as the tree itself. For a second, Logan couldn’t tell tree from snake.

Then the Golden Serpent left the tree and floated above the branch, miles of glittering yellow scales. That mystical snake was everything and nothing, a vast presence that dwarfed the four celestial ancestors. The Golden Serpent was the master of the ancestors. Above them and around them, separate yet a part of them, all at once. According to legend, he was a triple S-Class guardian. But seeing him in action, drifting and floating on the cosmic winds of reality, he felt even more powerful than that.

Surely, if it was possible to ascend to godhood, this divine being had done so.

The Golden Serpent shot forward, mouth open, to grab Logan. For a second, the fungaloid wasn’t sure what to do. Should he let the snake eat him? Uh, no, that wasn’t going to happen.

Logan wanted to get to the trunk of the Tree of Souls, to the center of all reality. It might be against the rules, but Logan didn’t think so. In a very real sense, it was coming home.

Logan had practiced his Pneumacity enough that he triggered the skill just as the Golden Serpent’s jaws hovered over him. Logan leapt forward, going faster than ever. It wasn’t only his skill. It was the Tree, pulling him to it.

The Azure Dragon stepped forward to stop him, but Logan dodged him as well as the Vermillion Phoenix, whose flames seemed as hot as the sun itself. The Crystal Tiger leapt forward and tried to catch Logan in his claws. Logan used his Exoskeleton skill to thicken his skin. Pieces of the chitin were ripped off, but he hardly felt it. The tiger’s attack wasn’t a killing blow. The Celestial Ancestors weren’t trying to kill him. They only wanted to keep him from reaching the Tree.

Except for the Onyx Tortoise, who stepped to the side. Was that Professor Ikgix? Part of him was.

Logan triggered Pneumacity again and went flying right to the trunk of the Tree of Souls, to the center of all reality. As Logan flew forward, he saw a groove in the bark. That was what was drawing him forward. A bit of yellow mold was growing in the crack in the trunk. Logan adjusted his flight and flew into the crack and into the mold. Immediately, he felt the power of the spores. It was old, ancient, and so powerful.

It was part of the Tree. Just as it was completely different, a completely alien presence, but still alive. Alive and yearning to survive, like all life. Sure. Logan had a very Jurassic Park moment.

Life finds a way.

Logan knew he was alone. His fungaloid class back at Nightfall University couldn’t see him, and although they might be able to feel him a bit, he had far outpaced them. Surpassed their limitations. It was like they were running a marathon and Logan had sprinted to the finish while they were still jogging mile one.

They could catch up. They would catch up. Eventually. He would help them.

Logan breathed in the spores nestled within the vast crack in the trunk, and the minute he did, he exploded into a million spores. Then a billion. Then a trillion. Then he was all life in the universe. All the stars. But all the stars were just a different kind of fungal spore.

It was all connected. And he became that connection for a few blissful seconds. There was no thought. No worry. No emotion at all. Just beautiful, serene existence. Sublime connection. His body was gone, his mind dissolved. He was a vast galaxy of spores. Kinda like Professor Rick’s wife.

No, he was exactly like Lori. There was no difference, save for the sheer magnitude of his transformation. But that was a difference of size, not quality or type. In truth, there were no more differences at all. Between him and anyone or anything. He’d become one with all of reality. Not bad for a little mushroom man, doomed to fail…


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
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Truth be told, Logan kinda liked being all of reality.

It was kind of disappointing when Logan opened his eyes and lifted a hand to his face. He had a face again, which was how he knew the experience had finally come to an end. His vision spores could tell he’d changed again. He didn’t have thick forearms anymore. And he had four fingers now. Good thing his three magic rings were magic, or he might’ve lost them.

They were still there—Ring of Armor. Ring of Blades. Ring of Pockets. He had three fingers and a thumb now. Was he more human now?

“He’s coalesced!” Inga shouted. “This is not a drill. Logan has coalesced!”

Marko’s voice was uber serious. “He’s so cohesive now. I do like some good cohesion in a best friend.”

Treacle crunched his bundle of wheat jerky. “So, this is Logan as a Jade Leaf Cultivator. I think I preferred him as a cloud of golden spores.”

Logan sat up and leaned back on his palms. He was on the balcony of their dorm suite, the sun was setting, and he had no idea how long he’d been out. Pink clouds filled the sky as stars winked on in the coming darkness. The Shadowcroft castle ramparts glowed in the ghostly crimson light. The last bits of sunlight glittered off Loch Endless.

It was beautiful and serene. It reminded him of his time being everything and everyone.

He had to pull himself back into his body. “What did you say, Treacle?”

The pink minotaur shrugged. “You were a cloud. Moving you was not easy, let me tell you. I built a giant fan to sort of push you around, but you were impervious to the wind.”

Marko was in a chair, his hooves propped up on the railing. “But then I figured out I could make a cube for you with my Reality Mime ability. Admittedly, getting you in the cube was rough. Professor Rick was totally freaking out. We, uh, can’t tell Lolozi Webbs that you Symbiotically bonded with a ton of fungaloids. Rick and Lori would get fired in a second.”

Logan squinted one eye closed. “Wait. So I really was a cloud?” he asked. “I thought that was a dream.”

“No, not at all,” Inga said. “Your transitional shell was indeed not a shell at all, but a massive spore cloud. We actually lured you into the cube by laying out rotten meat. Your cloud flocked to it like a hungry Aldaleeran pup. But then the cube wouldn’t fit inside, so we put it on the balcony, and here we kept you while you ascended. The headmaster, the rector prime, every professor visited you, as well as your mushroom friends from your class. No one in living memory has ever seen a fungaloid ascend to A-Class. No one knew what to expect. Or how to handle you.”

“I handled him,” Marko insisted. “Mime style.”

Logan didn’t know what to say.

Inga’s antennae were drawn in tight. She was frowning. “What happened to you? I felt the power surge, and then we lost our Symbiotic bond.” She leaned in close and dropped her voice. “Did you… Did you touch the Tree of Souls? I sensed that you had. And also that you found something there.”

“Mold,” Logan said. “It was rooted in a crack in the trunk. I touched it, and I think that might’ve been what pushed me to A-Class. No, that’s not it. It was the power. Linking up with the other mushroom cores gave me a fourth knot, ranked me up, and then sent me to the stars. Like, right to the stars.” He ran a hand over his face. “What day is it, anyway?”

“It is the Sunday of our last week before our final exams,” Inga said. “And unofficially, it’s the week when we could compete in the finals at any moment. The tournament judges are now waiting for the two new Celestial Nodes to open. Then the finals will begin. Honestly, we didn’t expect you to emerge in time to compete. Suresh has been preparing someone else to take your place in the finals. I imagine he is going to be… displeased with your return.”

Treacle munched and spouted a haiku. “It sucks to be us. Final exams have arrived. Spring is finally here.” He frowned. “Six syllables on that last line. And I’ve done so well up until now.”

Marko snapped away the cube, and Logan felt the warmth in the air. He’d been out of action for quite a while. The air was warm. Winter was over. Spring was in the air, and soon school would end, and it would be summer again. Logan clambered to his feet and dusted off his hands. “I need a mirror.”

Marko tilted his head. “One second.”

He stood, pantomimed a mirror, and then smiled at his supposed reflection. He adjusted the beret. “I can’t believe how different I am as an Azure Branch Cultivator. First off, I’m so much more handsome. And yet, there’s a darkness in my eyes. A mystery that wasn’t there before.”

Treacle belched up some cud. “You look exactly the same. Except for the Jaunty Beret of Hat Trickery.”

“Totally different.” Marko stroked his furry chin.

Logan inched forward to take stock of his new self in the mirror.

Unlike Marko, Logan really had transformed completely. He was no longer a dark, mottled black, but a brilliant crystalline blue. Several clusters of spores drifted around his head, sparkling and then disappearing. They created a striking visual. He now had a pointed head, like the toadstool version of a wizard’s hat. Very Gandalf. He was tall, lean, and muscled, with four fingers. He was wearing wizard’s robes and sleek dark blue boots. His face was still as small and cute, like a fungal Groot. He grinned. “I feel tall, intimidating, less like a warrior, but more like a commanding general or a wizardly strategist.”

He turned and realized he was holding a staff of gnarled wood. He held it up. “Where did this come from?”

All of his friends shrugged and shook their heads.

Marko squinted. “I think you’ve always had a staff, right? I mean, weren’t you the staff guy? Mr. Stick? Didn’t we call you the branch manager at one point?”

“No. Please. No.” Logan felt Apothos coming off his staff in waves. He was breathless for a second. “Wait, this isn’t just a staff.” He couldn’t believe it, but he knew exactly where the staff had come from. “This is a sliver off the Tree of Souls itself.”

“Cool!” Marko shouted loudly. “I get a beret. You get a stick. We’re awesome!”

Inga’s eyes were wide. “A sliver of the Tree? Logan, I can scarcely comprehend your power now.”

“I don’t feel so different,” Logan said.

But he did feel oddly wizardly now, with both an actual gnarled wizard’s staff as well as a pointed blue hat. He then knew what the next step was. “I totally want to see my Matrix. Can we get to the Tartarucha Cells so I can practice my new skills?”

Inga shook her head. “Professor Suresh has the dungeon simulator completely booked for the Ninth Circle. As I said, he assumed you would not wake up. We had some precedent, since Chadrigoth has yet to emerge. Shadowcroft has been bending over backward to accommodate the students that are potentially taking our place.”

Logan was a bit disappointed. “Oh well. What we did with Treacle and Marko was fun, but I guess I’ll get to use my upgrades soon enough. Glad I woke up when I did.”

“That’s right,” Treacle said. “We had no idea what we’d have done without you in the finals. It was very stressful. I am relieved you are awake, so we can all die together.”

“You don’t have to join us,” Logan said. “It’s going to be dangerous.”

The pink minotaur gave him an are you kidding me? look. “Of course I want to join you. We’re the Terrible Twelfth. It was difficult when it was only the three of us. I missed Marko. You’d miss me.”

Marko’s mouth fell open. “You missed me?”

The minotaur looked pained. “Of course I missed you. It’s exhausting providing all the color.”

The satyr went over and slung his arms around Treacle in a big hug. “That was a pink joke. It was so funny.”

The minotaur frowned. “You’re not laughing.”

“I’m laughing on the inside, where it really counts.”

Logan wrangled his friends. “Let’s focus. We’ll bond so we can go over my Guardian Core Matrix together. You all up for that?”

“Heck yeah! Let’s do it!” Marko took hold of Treacle’s and Inga’s hands, standing in front of Logan.

The pink minotaur shook the satyr’s hand away. “We don’t need to hold hands for this.”

Logan let the Symbiotic bonding spores fall from his gills. His trio of friends breathed deeply.

A new message appeared in Logan’s head.

The Soul Staff of Sporing has been activated. All Symbiotic Bonding parameters have been upgraded. Multiple permanent bonds available. Continue?

Yes/No.

Inga pointed, mouth agape. “Look!”

Logan looked down. Mushrooms were sprouting along the length of his new staff. Soft yellow fuzz, red and white toadstools, black shiitake—all manner of fungal growth. Hundreds if not thousands of varieties, all intermingling in symbiotic harmony.

“Hold on,” Logan said. “I have no idea what in the world is going on here. The power radiating off this staff is incredible.”

“Take a minute,” Marko said. “It took me a second to figure out my Jaunty Beret of Hat Trickery.”

Logan focused on the gnarled, fungal-covered sliver of wood in his hands and pulled up its stat block.

<<<>>>

The Soul Staff of Sporing – Symbiotic Bonding Upgrades

Symbiosis – Expanded Parameters: As a Jade Leaf cultivator, it is possible to use the Symbiosis ability with more than one host, creating a unique relationship where a single dungeon guardian can host multiple cores. The Soul Staff of Sporing allows for more flexibility and expanded powers.

Expansion Alert! As a Jade Leaf cultivator (A-Class, Rank 10), you have the natural ability to bond with up to ten unique dungeon cores at the same time.

Relaxed Restrictions! All fungaloids can naturally bond with one Prime Host, but maintaining a symbiotic connection with more than the Prime Host is a taxing process. The Soul Staff of Sporing can alleviate much of the effort. Upgraded parameters below:

Prime Host = Permanent Bond

Prime Host + 1 = Permanent Bond

Prime Host + 2 = Permanent Bond

Prime Host + 3 = Permanent Bond

Prime Host + 4 = 1 Month

Prime Host + 5 or more = Variable

Expanded Apothos Leeching: All Apothos values are tripled. As a Jade Leaf cultivator, you will receive 30% of all Apothos cultivated by your hosts.

Note: Other abilities have been increased by your new staff! Would you like to see your expanded Digestion ability? Yes/No?

<<<>>>

Logan blinked away the message. “Hold on a sec, I’m getting more messages now. Let’s just bond, so you all can see what’s happening. That’ll be quicker than trying to explain things. But on the surface, I gotta say this thing is awesome. It allows me to permanently bond with up to four cores.”

“Yikes. And I have such commitment issues,” Marko sputtered.

But Logan saw the normal Symbiotic bonding messages appear in his head.

<<<>>>

Inga Thosa Therian has accepted Symbiotic Bonding!

Marko Laskarelis has accepted Symbiotic Bonding!

Treacle Glimmerhappy has accepted Symbiotic Bonding!

Notice: As the Infecting Agent, you alone can terminate the Symbiotic bond. In addition, you will receive 30% (Staff Infection Upgrade) of all Apothos cultivated by your three hosts from this point forward. Bonding initiating in 3… 2… 1…

<<<>>>

Inga sighed. <It’s so great to be back with you, Logan!>

Marko’s voice came next. <Thirty percent? Loan shark much? >

Treacle hooked in last. <Hello, friends. While we might die fighting Lou Shador, at least we’ll die together.>

<That’s not going to happen,> Logan sent.

Inga’s antennae were going crazy. <You’re right. I can feel the amount of Apothos running through your core. With the four knots, and with the staff, you’ve become a powerhouse. There is much energy! Your core is leeching more from us, but I can feel it strengthen me too, because I can draw on our collective power. It’s incredible.>

Treacle’s smile almost broke his face. <Even with my AFS Core Improvement I’m not generating the Apothos you are. But I can see how I can take that power and craft a great many interesting things.>

“Why do I want coffee all of a sudden?” Marko asked out of the blue.

Logan had learned to sometimes ignore his goat friend. <Okay, let’s look at my initial innate ability, Digestion. I’ve used it a lot in the interschool tournament. Let’s see what the upgrade parameters are.>

<<<>>>

Digestion: Consume immobile and dead creatures to absorb more of their core-essence, and instantly convert it to usable Apothos. Fungi are nothing if not efficient, and that efficiency is on full display in the Digestion ability!

At A-Class

	Digestion converts 25% (Staff Infection upgrade) consumable mass directly into additional Apothos, dramatically increasing experience gained.

	Digestion instantly converts 85% (Staff Infection Upgrade) of all Apothos with an Elemental Affinity into Pure Apothos.

	Create up to (5) (Staff Infection Upgrade) Acidic Digestion Pits in your Dungeon to aid in your digestion efforts!

	Reclamation. The Fungi can consume inorganic matter such as weapons, armor, metals, and fabrics, breaking them down and reclaiming the items as base usable crafting components. Reclaim 55% (Staff Infection Upgrade) of the item into raw material!

	Muscle Memory. As the saying goes, You are what you eat, and that has never been truer than for a Fungaloid. Gain an 8.5% (Staff Infection Upgrade) chance to randomly learn a physical skill or melee ability from a digested foe!

	Arcane Memory: Mushroom men cannot live on bread alone. There has to be some magic in a meal! Gain a 5% (Staff Infection Upgrade) chance to randomly learn a magical or arcane ability from a digested foe!



Note: The Soul Staff of Sporing has augmented your A-Class upgrades. Would you like to see your Active Fungal Form Abilities? Yes/No?

<<<>>>

Logan was blown away. He looked down at his meaty mushroom staff. <Wow, this baby is really gonna come in handy. To think, now there’s a chance that if I digest a turtle shifter like Shellex Aldabra, I could get his shape-shifting ability.>

<It’s very powerful, indeed,> Inga agreed. <Perhaps dangerously so. With this, there’s no telling what powers or abilities you might be able to use in the future. And it isn’t limited to dungeoneers. If you were to digest a fellow dungeon core, it seems highly probable that you would gain some portion of their power set.>

Marko spoke out loud. “Can’t stop. Won’t stop. Let’s see your Active Fungal Form Abilities. Not sure what those are, but I am so loving this.”

<Why not use the telepathy?> Treacle asked.

“Have you met me?” Marko smirked. “I love the sound of my own voice. But you guys can telepathy away!”

Logan pulled up his Active Abilities.

<<<>>>

Fungal Form 1: Exoskeleton. Trigger Harden to temporarily calcify your exterior by 30% (Staff Infection Upgrade), reducing damage, though with a minor reduction to speed of 10% (Staff Infection Upgrade). Harden is a stackable ability and can stack up to four times. At higher levels, this turns into Chitin Armor, creating hardened plates of chitin similar to an insect’s exoskeleton. Light but resilient, the chitin reinforces the body without being cumbersome.

Note: Due to the Soul Staff of Sporing, you can create fungal walls outside of your person.

At E-Class – Minor Harden

At C-Class – Execute Exoskeleton

At B-Class – Chitinous Armor

At A-Class – Create Fungal Walls (Staff Infection Upgrade)

Fungal Form 2: Pneumacity. Trigger this ability to absorb additional oxygen into the fungal form, creating pockets of air that make you incredibly fast, but at a cost: your cellular integrity is compromised, meaning you are far more susceptible to physical damage—if they can catch you, that is.

Note: The Soul Staff of Sporing will nullify the physical drawbacks of this ability.

At C-Class – Speed increase

At B-Class – Gentle Float/Limited Flight

At A-Class – Full Flight/Fleet Feet (Staff Infection Upgrade)

Fungal Form 3: Mycological Rage. Release a potent chemical cocktail of hormones, narcotics, and psychedelics into your own system, throwing you into a Strength Boosting Rage. During this state you are strong, fast, and feel no pain, but you also have the IQ of an actual fungal colony!

Note: At A-Class, with the Soul Staff of Sporing, you will have limited intellect. However, please do not make any major life decisions during your altered state.

At B-Class – Fungal Fury

At A-Class – Mycotic Juggernaut (Staff Infection Upgrade)

<<<>>>

Logan’s mouth went dry. He would try stacking his armor abilities more, but he was really interested in trying out his Full Flight and Mycotic Juggernaut skills. Could he really fly? Could he fly while at the same time being a huge unstoppable fungal tank?

He probably could because he was A-Class now, and he had his nifty new staff, peeled off from the Tree of Souls itself.

He remembered he had Passive Abilities as well. He pulled up those while his friends watched.

<<<>>>

	At E Class, Ranks 10 – 6 Fungal Vision, Current Status: Unlocked

	At E-Class, Ranks 5 – 1 Disease Immunity, Current Status: Unlocked

	At C-Class, Ranks 10 – 6 Poison Immunity, Current Status: Unlocked

	At C-Class, Ranks 5 – 1 Replicate, Current Status: Unlocked

	At B-Class, Ranks 10 – 6 Blindness Immunity, Current Status: Unlocked

	At B-Class Ranks 5 – 1 Deafness Immunity, Current Status: Unlocked

	At A-Class, Ranks 10 – 6 Partial Mental Immunity, Current Status: Unlocked

	At A-Class, Ranks 5 – 1 Complete Psionic Immunity, Current Status: Locked



<<<>>>

“If you would’ve had this when Hellmutt tried to take you over, he wouldn’t have had a chance,” Marko said out loud. He paused. “Hey, my jaunty beret works kinda like Hellmutt. You know, we can test your immunity out real quick. Wanna try on my hat?”

<Not right now,> Logan sent. <I need a second to digest this all.>

“Ha! That should go quick now that you have five digestion pits. Zing!”

Jokes aside, this really was a lot to take in, and Logan hadn’t even chosen his new proto-spore cultures. However, he’d been preparing for this moment all year long. He knew exactly which new mushrooms he wanted. For the most part. He had a couple of options. The real question? What kind of Jade Leaf cultivator did he want to be?


CHAPTER FORTY
[image: ]


Logan stood with his friends on the balcony. He’d brought out chairs, but Logan was too excited to sit. Darkness had fallen, and the sky glowed from a kind of strange moon/star combo. It wasn’t exactly the night sky, but close. Sometimes the stars swirled into a milky flow and ran through the heavens like a river.

Marko was back sitting with his hooves propped up on the railing. He adjusted his jaunty beret. “Are we ever going to see your Guardian Core Matrix, bro? I’m itching to read a bunch of stuff I don’t understand.”

Inga smacked his arm lightly. <Marko, we need to have intimate knowledge of his skills, since we’re so connected.>

<Please avoid the words ‘intimate’ and ‘connection’ while we are bonded,> Treacle sent. <Logan, what new mushrooms are you considering?>

Logan leaned on his fungal staff. Holding it, he felt so powerful and wise. It had been such a great ascension. <Do I want to be a healer or more of a drug dealer? Do I want lures or minions? And if I have minions, should I go the necromancer route? At this point, I only have a limited number of proto-spore cultures to choose from, but I’m pretty sure I could design my own eventually. Or at least that’s one theory Scotty A. Morelis had in his book, Mushroom Omelet Exegesis.>

<Can you provide us a list?> Inga asked.

Logan complied, pulling up a list of possible proto-spore cultures for his friends to look over. Well, mostly Inga and Treacle. Marko had produced a trio of live jackalopes and was idly juggling them instead of paying attention. Classic Marko.

<<<>>>

Racial Skill: Domestic Fungi

At A-Class

Ranks 10 – 6: Unlock (1) Level-One Proto-Spore Culture; Unlock (1) Level-Two Proto-Spore Culture; Unlock (1) Level-Three Proto-Spore Culture; Unlock (1) Level-Four Proto-Spore Culture; Unlock (1) Level-Five Proto-Spore Culture.

	Running Total: (7) Level-One; (5) Level-Two; (4) Level-Three; (3) Level-Four; (1) Level-Five



Available Proto-Spore Cultures by Level

Level One:

	Silver Beard (Type, Ingredient – Healers): This is a wispy, silver fungus that hangs from trees and other bushes. A good coagulant often sought by healers and clerics. Ground Silver Beard can halt bleeding in its tracks! Rarity: C-Class; Elemental Affinity: Vita, Fulgur



Level Two:

	Owleye Berries (Type, Ingredient – Healers): Not true berries at all, these fungi look like large owl eyes perched on top of spindly white stalks. These can be eaten directly and are often quite sweet—part of the reason for the misnomer—and help cure many types of poison! Rarity: C-Class; Elemental Affinity: Ignis, Toxicus

	Bird Bill Bulbs (Type, Ingredient – Alchemists/Cultivators) – These fungi look like yellow bird bills that grow up from the soil. Though they are highly toxic, they are very valuable. If strained properly, they can be turned into a tincture that rapidly speeds along the elemental affinity purifying process. These fungi are highly prized by alchemists, who use them in a variety of specialized potions. Rarity: C-Class; Elemental Affinity: Vita, Aer



Level Three:

	Demon Fingers (Type, Ingredient/Narcotic – Criminals) – This fungus appears as five curling blue mushrooms protruding from the soil, like the fingers of a demon reaching up from the ground. These are very rare and incredibly valuable, as they are highly narcotic and very addictive. They are sometimes called Deadman’s Fingers, because those who use the narcotic substance often find themselves dead not long after. Rarity: B-Class; Elemental Affinity: Morta, Toxicus

	Spindle Wig (Type, Ingredient – Fighters/Warriors) – This odd mushroom secretes a sweet-smelling aroma that attracts insects of all types. It is a delicacy to insectoid dungeoneers and is often given as a gift at insectoid weddings! Mazel tov. But it is also sought out by warriors, fighters, and monks alike for its uncanny ability to drastically increase speed and muscle mass and improve overall body cultivation. This stuff is basically steroids but without the side effects! Rarity: B-Class; Elemental Affinity: Vita, Mallus



Level Four:

	Ashvattha Mushrooms (Type, Ingredient - Alchemists/Cultivators)– These mushrooms, golden stems with wavy yellow caps, are chock-full of potent psilocybin that alter perception and provide powerful hallucinations and intense emotional experiences. They are valued by magic users and spiritists across the worlds for their mind-expanding effects. Many believe that to advance from A to S class, you must connect to the Tree of Souls, and the only way to do so is through the Ashvattha Mushroom. Rare and valuable! Rarity: B-Class; Elemental Affinity: Toxicus, Aer

	Deathcap Warriors (Type, Greater Minions) – Deathcaps are the grown-up version of the lesser Skullcap Waddler sentient mushrooms. Deathcap Warriors make up the bulk of a fungal lord’s army. Standing six feet tall, they are thick, with spongy muscle, and covered in a plated exterior chitin armor, which makes them far more durable than the Waddlers. They can carry a range of improvised weapons and are often equipped with Crimson Coral blades. Rarity: B-Class; Elemental Affinity: Morta, Vita

	Fairy Wings (Ingredient – Alchemists/Cultivators) – These delicate, lacey mushrooms look like fairy wings and grow best in forested areas. They are delicious to eat, but more importantly, they are one of the rarest ingredients necessary for many of the core cultivation pills that high-level dungeoneers often consume. Rarity: B-Class; Elemental Affinity: Vita, Mallus



Level Five:

	Destroying Angels (Type, Greater Minions) – Tall, slender, and clothed in midnight, these mushroom minions channel all of the spores of their mushroom master, from pollinic afflictions like Athlete’s Ailment to psychedelic fungal attacks such as Bad Trip. The fungal angels can also hurl deadly magic missiles made of pure Morta. The destructive ranged attack will devastate raiders from a distance! Rarity: A-Class; Elemental Affinity: Morta, Vita

	Mycotic Shambles (Type, Greater Minions) – These are the top-line warriors in any Fungaloid Lord’s army. These shambling golems are cobbled together from stone, wood, dirt, flesh, or anything else that might happen to be lying around, held together with a goopy and resilient fungus. These golems stand over seven feet tall and can take a serious beating. Most choose not to fight with weapons, since their clubbed fists do more than enough damage all on their own. Rarity: A-Class; Elemental Affinity: Morta, Vita

	Ghoul Hair (Type, Greater Minions) – Create your own undead servants! This fungus rapidly spreads through a body, creating a fungi colony which reanimates the corpse for a period of time, while feasting on the remains. Reanimated corpses will degrade, but for a limited duration they keep all of their skills, spells, and abilities! Rarity: A-Class; Elemental Affinity: Morta

	Tuning Fork Mushroom (Type, Trap) – These fungal growths have Y-shaped heads and gunmetal gray skin, which is where they get their name from. Although they are physically rather fragile, they can emit a high-pitched screech (Sonic Damage) that can rupture eardrums, cause eyes to bleed, and deliver raiders directly to their graves. Very mature Tuning Fork Mushrooms can emit a death shriek that can cause the heart to explode in less powerful cultivators. Rarity: A-Class; Elemental Affinity: Morta, Aer

	Violet Earthstar (Ingredient – Alchemists/Cultivators) – These starburst-shaped fungi are royal purple in color because they are only for the kings and queens of guardian cores. To protect the Tree, cultivators need to utilize every bit of Apothos they can. Violet Earthstar is a critical ingredient in the Purple Purity potion, which can only be used by Jade Leaf dungeon guardians. Purple Purity has been rumored to add twice the skills once cultivators reach S-Class! Rarity: A-Class; Elemental Affinity: Vita, Mallus



Level Six: Fungi Locked

<<<>>>

Marko stashed the jackalopes back in his beret, then stood and yawned. “Wow. I’m not used to doing all that much reading on a Sunday night. Normally, it’s my me time, but I was going to head over to the Golden Serpent Hall and give the bathroom a quick swish. You know, start the week off right with a clean toilet.”

Inga gave him a dirty look. <Logan hasn’t chosen his next collection of mushrooms yet. I think he wants our help.>

Marko grimaced. “I’m the comic sidekick. You’re the smart one. Treacle is the depressed—”

<Not so much anymore,> the pink minotaur sent. <Steve the Mannequin was so negative. I didn’t want to be like him. I have a new, sunnier disposition and outlook. Not as optimistic as Logan, not as pessimistic as Steve. The cosmic balance, I say.>

Marko rolled his eyes. “My point is, you don’t need me. I think we’re good. I’m gonna go…”

Logan went over to him. <We can wait to do my other abilities. Let’s just choose my new mushrooms. I get to pick one from each level, so five new spores total.>

“You have more leveling stuff to do?” Marko exploded in disbelief. He then remembered. “Oh, right, A-Class. Rare cultivator. Jade Butt, right? Is that right? Do you have a literal green butt?”

“Jade Leaf,” Logan said out loud. “And yes. Under my robes, I have a green butt.”

<Fine. I’ll stay.> Marko plopped down, and his hooves went to the railing as he leaned back in the chair. <Since I’m here, I don’t want you coming anywhere close to those Demon Fingers. I’ve seen what they do. Not pretty. Major addiction. Families shattered. Think of the children, Logan. Think of the children!>

“I agree,” Logan said.

Inga tapped her lips with one finger. “Eventually, I believe you’ll get access to all the spore types listed. However, from the reading I’ve done on fungaloids, there are any number of mushrooms you’ll have access to. This is but the initial list tied to your core. Finding more types might require tinctures or treasures, but it is possible.”

Logan liked the sound of that. He didn’t want to stop getting powers.

Marko cleared his throat. “Let’s get on with the choosing. This goat is exhausted.”

Logan switched to telepathy. <I’m basically kind of the healer in our group. So I was going to choose the healing fungi from level one and level two. I’m also thinking of turning one of my Kurrybooboos into a floor boss. Like the Mariah Carey of healers. Then she can use the healing mushrooms to patch people up.>

Marko nodded. <I approve.>

As did Inga and Treacle.

Logan went on, working through his thought process. <For level three and level four, I was going to go with the Spindle Wigs and Ashvattha Mushrooms. Steroids for our minions sounds like a great idea. And we are all fighting more, so we can also use them to bulk up.>

Marko raised his hand. <I for one am definitely going to fight more now that I have my cool cleaner weapons. And I don’t know if you noticed, but I’m getting pretty ripped from cleaning bathrooms.>

<You look exactly the same,> Treacle sent.

Marko didn’t comment. Instead he lifted his arm and flexed, using his poofy shirt to mime an enormous bicep.

<Great, so we can all agree that Spindle Wigs are on the list,> Logan continued, <and so are the Ashvattha Mushrooms. We’ve seen how powerful the Blue Divine Philter was for Marko and Treacle. I think with the Ashvattha Mushrooms, I can work on some potions that will help you three reach A-Class quicker—and it might even help bump me to S-Class over time. As a side benefit, I think I can also use the Ashvattha Mushrooms to create a toxic cloud that can give raiders hallucinations. That would help amplify my psychedelic spore ability.>

Marko shot to his feet. <So many abilities. We’re done, right? I hear a toilet calling my name.>

Inga grimaced. <Disgusting. Even the word ‘toilet’ is disgusting. I’m very curious about your one fifth-level fungus, Logan. It’s interesting that you have so many minions to choose from.>

<It is,> Logan agreed. <But I’m tempted by the Violet Earthstar. I think they work with A-Class cultivators like the Blue Divine Philter works with C-Classers. I’ve been going back and forth. We don’t have a lot of ranged attacks with our minions. But I read up a ton on the Mycotic Shambles. They are like these huge, fearsome beasts, total tanks. But the Destroying Angels would give us some better ranged options.>

Treacle looked on pensively from his chair. He waved a sheaf of wheat at Logan. <You saw my jawbreaker machine gunner in Marko’s circus. I’ve considered adding various bows and crossbows for our minions to use. Really, anything you choose will be fine. The Ghoul’s Hair is an intriguing option. Having an undead army could certainly come in useful.>

Logan was completely torn. The Ghoul’s Hair was a powerful ability, but unlike the other minions, it required a physical component to work, namely dead bodies.

Marko saw it. “The telepathy is fun, don’t get me wrong, but I kind of like talking. Can we talk most of the time? I mean, since we’re going to be permanently bound.”

Logan winced. Though he had assumed that was what everyone else would want, maybe he’d been wrong. Despite his joking, Marko really did have commitment issues, and it seemed like this choice was weighing on him, even if he wasn’t directly saying so.

“I guess we didn’t really talk about the nature of the bond,” Logan said. “Are you guys okay with us being permanently attached?”

“What’s the difference?” Treacle asked. “We’ve spent most every minute of every day together anyway. I trust you three with my life.”

“Even me?” Marko asked.

“Especially you,” Treacle said, nodding solemnly.

Inga waved away Logan’s concerns. “I can tell you, Logan and I respect each other’s privacy completely. I think a permanent bond will only benefit us. Now, about your fifth-level mushroom. Melee has never been your strength, so I think you should go with Mycotic Shambles. They can be your personal bodyguards or you can possess them via Braincap when you want to take a more hands-on approach.”

Marko got excited. “And then, when you become a Mycological Juggernaut, you can be this wall of brutal mushroom destruction. Yeah, Mycological Shamble. It might not be the best decision, but I don’t believe in making the best decision. I believe in making the awesome decision.”

That settled it.

Logan made his selections, and then he shared his final matrix with all of his choices marked.

<<<>>>

Logan Murray

Guardian Core Matrix

Base Race: Fungaloid

Current Evolution: Morel Sovereign

Cultivator Class: Azure Branch Cultivator; A-Class, Rank 10

Primary Elemental Affinities: Morta/Toxicus

Racial Abilities:

Digestion

Racial Skill:

Domestic Fungi

Level-One Proto-Spore Cultures

Opal Truffles, Mucal Film, Ghoul’s Snare, Blister Wart, God’s Eye Caps, Eyelash Stinkhorn, Silver Beard (NEW!)

Level-Two Proto-Spore Cultures

Braincaps, Gem-studded Puffballs, Skullcaps, Ashvein, Owleye Berries (NEW!)

Level-Three Proto-Spore Cultures

Spore Wargs, Crimson Coral Fungus, Sunflower Pods, Spindle Wig (NEW!)

Level-Four Proto-Spore Cultures

Kurrybooboo, Corpsebomb Fungi, Ashvattha Mushrooms (NEW!)

Level-Five Proto-Spore Cultures (NEW!)

Mycotic Shamble (NEW!)

Destroying Angels (Special Staff of Sporing Bonus Minion!)

Fungal Form (Active):

Exoskeleton

Pneumacity

Mycological Rage

Hyphae Tentacles (NEW!)

Fungal Form (Passive):

Fungal Vision

Disease Immunity

Poison Immunity

Blindness Immunity

Deafness Immunity

Mental Immunity (NEW!)

Replicate (UPGRADED!)

Spore Halo:

Pollinic Affliction (UPGRADED!)

Symbiosis (UPGRADED!)

Athlete’s Ailment (UPGRADED!)

Rapid Growth (UPGRADED!)

Narcotic (UPGRADED!)

<<<>>>

Logan’s mouth fell open. “Hey, I got a bonus minion! My new staff allowed me to unlock the Destroying Angels after all! Yes! Not only can they hurl Morta blasts, but they have access to all the spores in my Spore Halo!”

Inga clapped her hands in giddy glee. All four of them. “That is wonderful. It seems there is no end to the power of your staff.”

Marko put his hand over his mouth. “I’m not going to make any kind of joke there. Not one. Congrats, man. Couldn’t have happened to a nicer mushroom.”

Inga noticed something else. “Wait. Your Replicate ability has been upgraded. As well as all of your Spore Halos. And what in the cosmos are Hyphae Tentacles?”

Marko hugged the mothmancer, high-fived Treacle, and waved goodbye to Logan. “That’s my cue. I’m gonna go. We’ll totally talk about your zillion other fungal abilities at some point. Later, guys!”

The satyr totally bailed on them. Something was going on with him, though Logan wasn’t sure what exactly it was.

Treacle yawned and fell into a haiku. “So many powers. My exhaustion reigns supreme. Night winds soothe me asleep.” He sighed. “Six syllables again in the third line. I worry about how well I’ll do on my runic haiku final.”

“You might not have to take it,” Inga said. “If we get called up for the tournament finals, the professors have all agreed that they’ll use that as our final test. As long as you use your haikus when we fight Lou Shador, you’ll be fine.”

Logan was fine dropping his skills review. However, Inga was right to bring up the bloodthirsty dungeoneer. “I just wish we knew more about him.”

Ironically enough, they’d get a ton of information on the raider and his Glow Brigade the very next day. And it came from the most unexpected of sources.


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
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That Monday morning, Logan was once again on full display because for the third time, he walked the hallowed halls wearing a completely different body. He woke to find a letter from Professor Rick that had been delivered at some point in the night.

The professor was very relieved that Logan had pulled through. Rick asked that Logan not talk about the Symbiotic bond that had skyrocketed most of the class several ranks. Rick also let Logan know that Yeez was in a bad way, and most likely, Logan would be getting a visit from him. The misfit mushrooms were making sure to tell everyone at Nightfall University that Logan might be a Jade Leaf cultivator now, but that he was as unsteady as a newborn colt. Good. If anything would draw Lou Shador to him, it would be that message—Logan would be an easy kill that would give the dungeoneer a ton of Apothos.

After breakfast, Logan and the Terrible Twelfth were on their way to Professor Kobold’s classroom for another worthless lesson in Cruelty Incorporated. The real cruelty wasn’t the raiders they were studying. It was the class itself—so boring and useless. The PSA films were a complete waste of time. They’d watched one talking about how slimes needed to clean up after themselves on campus. Too bad the Gelatinous Knight wasn’t in attendance.

Marko yawned as they walked through the corridors. He’d stayed up too late tidying bathrooms. “Okay, Logan, buddy, all I’m saying is that you’re copying me. I have mime walls, and suddenly you have fungus walls. And I have a beret that controls people against their will, and you have the same ability. I know I’m awesome, bro, but you really need to work on being your own person. Imitation isn’t going to get you to S-Rank.”

Inga blasted Marko with a breeze from her wings. “That is such pish. By my beak, we are all fighting together. It’s unfortunate when we have any overlap, but it’s also unavoidable. By and large, dungeon cores aren’t meant to function together, so there’s bound to be some similarities, especially where utility skills are concerned.”

Treacle wasn’t taking any of it seriously. “Until Logan can sing, we truly don’t have to worry about him stealing Marko’s powers.”

“Ha!” the satyr said. “What about the Tuning Fork Mushroom? I rest my case.”

Logan was going to move on. “Anyway, so, I have this Replicate ability, right? Well, it was pretty powerful before. Any severed limb—”

Marko stopped in the hallway. “No, we went through all your skills last night! It took literally forever.”

Inga scowled. “No, it didn’t. Your circus tent was a bit too much, given that we were only practicing. Let Logan finish.”

“I’ll keep it short,” Logan said. “At B-Class, I had a ten percent chance of my severed limbs transforming into a Spore Warg.”

“This is our life now,” Treacle groused. “Discussing severed limbs.”

Marko’s mood changed like a Colorado afternoon storm. “Actually, my curiosity is piqued now. I didn’t think I wanted to talk about severed limbs, but it turns out I’m here for it. Now tell me more, my fungaloid brother from another mother.”

“Glad you asked, buddy. At A-Class, my lost body parts have a twenty percent chance of transforming into a Spore Warg, a ten percent chance of transforming into a Deathcap Warrior, and a five percent chance of transforming into a Mycotic Shamble. My severed limbs might become a Deathcap Warrior, but I can’t make them because they’re not one of my proto-spore cultures. Yet. And get this, the Soul Staff of Sporing increases the probability of each by ten percent. That means a third of the time, severed limbs will become a Spore Warg. It’s pretty sick.”

They reached the classroom before Logan could tell them about his updated Spore Halo. They sat down next to the movie projector. When the other three cohorts came in—the New Franklin Four, the Mummy’s Curse, and the Dreaded Delta Talons—all looked at him in a combination of shock and surprise.

The crib demon, Chucky Chubbs, stood on his desk, leaning against his baby carrier. “Nice, Logan. The blue suits you. And what are those sparkles? They seem so… what’s a good word?”

“Otherworldly?” Alphonse the spice mummy offered.

Chucky laughed. “Yeah, otherworldly. Nice. You know, we’re all pulling for you and the Terrible Twelfth. I just wish this class was…” He lowered his voice. “Better.”

Logan shrugged, then thanked them for the well-wishes.

Professor Kobold came charging in. The little dragon man in the rumpled suit went to the front of the classroom carrying his battered leather briefcase. He snapped it open on the desk and pulled out the class roster. “We’re going to take roll now. Then we have a film. You know the routine. Let’s get the show on the road.” He made a little let’s-get-on-with-it gesture with one hand.

Inga stood up. “Not today, Professor. Today, we have to talk about Lou Shador and the Glow Brigade.”

Professor Kobold slowly closed his notebook. He sighed as if he’d just made the most important decision of his life. “Sit down, Therian, Inga Thosa. I was hoping it wouldn’t come to this. But you’re right. I can’t put it off. I should’ve come to you right away. It’s just, I had some interest from some really powerful producers.”

Inga sat down, a confused look flashing across her face. “Excuse me? What producers?”

“Production company,” Professor Kobold said, correcting her. “You might not have noticed, but I’m kind of a Devil McClure super fan. I have all of his work. He wrote and directed the PSAs. He’s so brilliant. Anyway, I thought maybe I could follow in his footsteps by pursuing my dream, and I really thought it was all coming together.”

He dropped the roster and pulled out a huge hunk of papers. “I wrote a screenplay, I’ve been working on it all year during class. And you’ll never guess who stars in it. It’s going to break my NDA, but I don’t care. This is your life on the line, and you deserve to know.”

Marko sat there, looking a bit pale, and he didn’t even have his mime makeup. He had his beret, but he’d ditched the mime costume for his normal clothes, including a jaunty vest that matched the jaunty beret. He blinked his weird goat eyes, his gaze strangely blank. “What’s the name of it, Professor?”

“Threat Level Scarlet,” Professor Kobold said. “Because he became the co-owner of the Scarlet Paradox, along with Hiro ‘Hardclaw’ Shirazi. Get it?”

Marko’s smile was five miles wide. “This is the greatest day of my life. Tell me we can do a dramatic reading. Oh please, tell me I get to read the words you so painstakingly wrote.”

“Instead of teaching his bleeding class,” Inga whispered under her breath.

Professor Kobold nodded. “You betcha, Laskarelis. You’ve all been so patient. I can’t tell you how little sleep I’ve gotten this year. I had three rounds of full rewrites, worked with a script doctor, and then we had a deal. It fell through, and then another deal was in the works when their planet was destroyed during the semifinals. That’s right. It was Angleria. Nice fish people. Bad business choices. I know they got mad tax breaks living on a giant fish, but it was never going to end well. Anyway, all that said, I hope that what I wrote can help you. It’s based on research I’ve been doing for years. Literally years.”

Inga got madder and madder at each word.

Logan couldn’t blame her. Their professor had basically abandoned his class to work on his screenplay. That was absolutely par for the course where Shadowcroft Academy was concerned, but it didn’t take the sting out of the revelation.

Treacle had his arms crossed, and he was frowning deeply.

Marko, on the other hand, couldn’t stop grinning.

Inga kept her voice to an angry simmer. “Could you have stopped the massacre during the semifinals? Four dungeon guardians died!”

Professor Kobold shook his head vehemently. “No way. I had no idea. Lou Shador has dropped off my radar completely nowadays. Even my spies in Aurora, on Eritreus, don’t know where he is. Believe me, I would’ve told you everything if I hadn’t been muzzled by the nondisclosure agreement. Even now, I’m risking the deal to help you. You all won’t rat me out, will you?”

“Only if you let us read your work!” Marko leapt to his hooves. He raced up to the front of the class. “You’re Mr. Audio Visual. Can we somehow project the script page by page?”

Mhadrac Deathgaze, the ruby-eyed skeleton in the Dreaded Delta Talons cohort, raised a bony hand. “I can. My rubies can synthesize the pages and display them through my core gem.”

They got everything set up. Mhadrac would look at the page and project it on the screen, just like any undead overhead projector.

Naturally, Professor Kobold chose parts for people. Marko was going to be the hero, Bat Chesterton, a special agent working for the Council of Dungeons and the Arcandor Initiative. Bat Chesterton had a license to kill. With that license in his pocket, the assassin set out to take on some of the most bloodthirsty dungeoneers in the universe… Lou Shador and the Glow Brigade, who were planning on blowing up one of the government buildings on Tedium.

Bat Chesterton was a vampiric bat dungeon core with a tragic past. The details were a little murky—part of it was Bat dealing with his ruined relationships and trying to deal with his drinking problem. Had he been real, he would’ve fit in great with the Backstories.

Marko connected deeply and executed the part to perfection.

The other part was Lou Shador recruiting his Glow Brigade.

Logan took notes because he had a bit part as Bat Chesterton’s boss at the Arcandor Initiative, Shouter Yellington. Inga was cast against type as the love interest, Ms. Slinky B. Gorgeous. She had a surprising number of lines.

Professor Kobold had video crystals from the semifinals, and he played them on the main movie projector. The whole class proved to be invaluable, which shouldn’t have been that surprising. Just when Logan thought the Shadowcroft Academy was a complete waste of time, he’d get some brilliant lesson that completely changed how he saw everything. Their teaching methods were as insane as they were dangerous, but more often than not they ended up paying major dividends.

Professor Kobold excused them from their other classes that morning, so they had a good four hours for the read through.

The big takeaways?

Lou Shador had grappling powers, a magic cloak, and odd bandages wrapped around his hands and wrists that acted as sentient tentacles. He also wore a colorful mask that appeared to give him some significant power boosts—like Logan’s shiny new staff. They had footage from the semifinals, but it was grainy, which made it hard to see what was going on. Lou also had minions he could summon, vast crowds of beast people—or, at least, that’s how it looked on tape. In Kobold’s screenplay, he called them Shadorkin.

In the end, Shador seemed like a monk or some similar class. He didn’t use weapons, but he could do all sorts of things—sound attacks, summoned weapons, and explosive area-of-affect stomps. It was all pretty straightforward, though from all accounts he was a powerhouse, not to be underestimated.

The Glow Brigade was far less straightforward and one hundred percent more bizarre.

Cruelli DeKill specialized as the group archer. She had long, multicolored pigtails that stuck out from beneath a spiky helmet. Despite being ranged support, she wore heavy armor, and she seemed to be able to fly. Her powers were mostly her magical arrows, though she could summon minions of her own. It was surprising that these heroes had similar abilities to dungeon cores. There was something familiar about Cruelli, though. If she didn’t have the power of flight, and if she didn’t have a bow, she might have just been some badass woman from a roller derby team.

But that couldn’t be, right? Right?

Logan had his doubts, because the other members of the Glow Brigade seemed to have come straight from Earth as well.

The second member of the Glow Brigade, Grand Jester, seemed like a DnD rogue wearing bad Harley Quinn cosplay. She had a giant mace, painted in clown colors, and she could cause a lot of chaos—loud noises, sneaking around, getting incredibly lucky.

Marko, of course, was immediately smitten with the character. He’d gone to clown college. She was an evil clown woman. It was love at first sight.

The Glow Brigade’s healer was a woman named Hawt Tawpic. She wore huge Tripp NYC pants, lots of makeup, and a small army of chains, which she could use to deadly effect. Speaking of chains, she could summon spiked chains like it was Hellraiser day at your local mall. She looked like a teenage goth queen who wanted to string up her enemies and use her bloodmagic to heal her friends. Yeah, vampiric healer. It seemed to be a thing.

In Professor Kobold’s screenplay, Edna of the Three Rings was the good girl gone bad, who wielded the powerful magics contained in her ancient grimoire… Except her grimoire was actually a magical three-ring binder. She was a college student, needing extra money, and that’s why she joined the Glow Brigade. She was so sweet, especially when voiced by Shurgur Eve, the fly woman demon core. Shurgur Eve was a natural actress. She brought Edna’s innocent nature to life with aplomb.

From the semifinals footage, Edna had powers kind of like Shang Chi of Ten Rings fame. Only she had three rings. She seemed to have advanced origami powers, creating minions out of sheets of paper. She could also create paper hurricanes to blind her foes.

Logan had to stop making notes during the dark moment at the end of the second act. He found himself tearing up. Professor Kobold was a truly terrible teacher, but he could write tragedy like no one’s business. Bat Chesterton had relapsed, Slinky B. Gorgeous had left him, and his best friend and floor boss, Besty Buddington, died as Lou Shador was storming through the dungeon Bat had created in an office building to protect the vital work of the Council of Dungeons.

Logan had to pause his notes again during the third-act climax, when Bat and Lou faced off. Bat had to pull out his Q-Factor, a magical mirror Besty Buddington had given him, to trap Lou Shador forever. In the end, Bat saved the day and the screenplay concluded with him and Slinky B. Gorgeous standing at the gravesite of their friend with the Tree of Souls in the background. All things considered, it was pretty awesome. Certainly better than Thor: The Dark World, even if that was the most historically accurate MCU movie.

Marko couldn’t stop crying. “It’s just so beautiful.”

Professor Kobold blushed, which wasn’t easy for a dragon man to do. “Thanks, Mr. Laskarelis. Thank you all for being patient with me. I’ll continue to do some research this week, make some tweaks, and offer any guidance I can. I believe in you, Logan. I think you and the Terrible Twelfth are going to do great.”

Logan got a lump in his throat. “Thanks, Professor.”
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That week, the whole school rallied behind Logan and the Terrible Twelfth. There were flowers at the door of their suite. People bought Marko drinks. Inga got sweets by the bucketload. Admirers gifted Treacle special hay. Everyone and their brother chipped in to give Logan all the garbage he could digest. There were some delicious bits of mold that he could truly appreciate.

Even Professor Suresh the Merciless jumped in on the love fest. A lot of it came from the fact that Logan was A-Class now. Suresh might’ve been an arrogant butthead, but in the end, he respected power. And as the first fungaloid in living memory to ascend to Jade Leaf, there was no longer any denying that Logan was a powerhouse. Plus, Suresh didn’t want to miss out on saying he taught the illustrious Logan Murray and the Terrible Twelfth.

Suresh dropped the First Cohort and the Ninth Circle from the class so he could really focus on the Terrible Twelfth’s plan. He thought the two-dungeon idea was great—a fake dungeon up top to lure them in and the real dungeon buried underneath to take them out.

Lou Shador would come in, thinking that Logan and his friends were morons, until the trap snapped closed and the dungeoneer found himself facing the Shadowcroft Academy’s best.

They were so busy that Logan hadn’t had time to go over his new Spore Halo abilities, augmented by his nifty new staff, which was the envy of the school. An actual part of the Tree of Souls? Even Skip Shadowcroft hadn’t believed it until he held it in his hands and confirmed the veracity of Logan’s bold claims.

Shadowcroft himself wasn’t looking too good. His normally grassy hair had more yellow in it than usual, and the flowers that typically sprouted from his skull looked withered. The audit, even with Inga’s help, was wearing on him considerably. However, Shadowcroft wasn’t about to let tax professionals get him down. He actually hugged Logan and said, “You’re alive, Mr. Murray, and you’re doing truly wonderful things. I always knew you would thrive here, despite your lowly beginnings.”

Logan used that same line with Yeez Tee, who showed up standing outside the Azure Dragon dormitory with an audio crystal held over his head, blasting out a dramatic song about the power of love and friendship.

Logan went down, and the two had a bonding moment.

Yeez knew if Logan died, he’d go back to his loner rebel ways, and he didn’t think he could handle that. Not again. He’d been hurt too deeply and too often. Logan reassured him that he wasn’t going to die, and that even if he did, Yeez had not only ranked up, but found a family with the misfit mushrooms, and he shouldn’t give up hope.

Yeez left Arborea with the idea of esprit de corps rooted deeply in his heart. Not to mention a few Symbiotic spores growing on his Zorro hat and the cape. Logan had a plan for the loner rebel looking for a family…

That Friday, Professor Kobold arrived with some surprising information. Not that Logan was too surprised by anything at this point. Lou Shador and his Glow Brigade had apparently spent some time on Uroth, also known as Earth. Still, Logan found Lou Shador strange. Every aspect of him was strange. But it was a strangeness that Logan was going to use.

However, he hoped that before he annihilated the raider, he learned why Lou Shador had chosen such a peculiar path.

The weekend hit, and Inga worked through it on that dumb tax audit.

Sunday night, Logan was getting ready for bed when someone knocked on the door.

Logan went and opened it. There stood the headmaster, Skip Shadowcroft, with Yullis Rockheart and Suresh the Merciful in tow. All of them looked tired and rumpled. Rockheart must’ve dressed quickly, because his plum ascot didn’t match his periwinkle smoking jacket—an unthinkable fashion faux pas that Rockheart would never make unless under duress of some sort. Suresh hadn’t quite combed his normally luxurious fur all that well, so he had several cowlicks. On a Rakshasa, would those be known as catlicks?

“It’s time,” Shadowcroft said, his green hair completely yellow and wilted now. “Two Celestial Nodes have finally appeared. Oh, Logan, I fear that we’ve made a grave mistake by not cancelling this competition. But it’s too late to turn back now. Are you ready?”

Logan had never been more ready for anything in his life. It was time to shine like bioluminescent fungal sludge on last week’s egg salad. It was time to put an end to Lou Shador and his reign of terror once and for all…


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
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Logan Murray was surprised by how many people had come to the Suprema Arena late on Sunday night, when most of the universities had final exams starting the next day. But there was a seemingly endless horde of humans, elves, dwarves, and demons, as well as the who’s who of the dungeon core elite.

A fair number of students from Shadowcroft were in attendance as well, lending their support for Logan and the Terrible Twelfth. GK and Nemoy had come to cheer on Marko. Tet loitered nearby, arms folded, clearly unamused at the prospect of being so close to the slime knight and the now weirdly handsome elderly merman. That trip to the Crossworld Bazaar had been the ultimate makeover for Nemoy.

The Ninth Circle were there to cheer Logan on. Fractilla the ice imp breathed out encouraging signs using her icy breath, writing in the air. Fractilla and her friends weren’t even there to impress Suresh. At this point, Suresh wanted Logan and his cohort to win, which seemed like a shocking about-face. Or maybe it wasn’t that Suresh wanted to see Logan win so much as he wanted to see Nightfall University lose. Logan suspected everyone wanted to see Nightfall University lose for once.

Logan missed Chadrigoth. He definitely would’ve been there, cheering for them from the front row. Logan would just have to find some solace with Alphonse the spice mummy, who’d brought his cohort along for moral support. He stood with Professor Kobold, who fervently clutched another rewrite of his screenplay to his chest as though it were a life preserver.

Logan milled about with his friends in front of the enormous, leafy BYE portal that would whisk them to their node. Wintersylver was there too, in her full dragonish form, and she was as toxic as ever.

“I saw that you’re going with a single layer dungeon. Not a lot of traps from what I can tell. And why in the world did you submit your plans?” She sighed. “Oh, right, overconfidence. Well, it’s sweet that you’re trying so hard. I’ll light a candle for you and your friends once you’re gone.” She surveyed the grim faces of the Terrible Twelfth. Even Marko wasn’t kidding around for once. “Four candles, right? I mean, there’s no way Logan would have a chance alone. It’s not like he’s a real Jade Leaf dungeon core. Still a little unsure of yourself? You’ll do fine. You’ll probably die, but you’ll do fine.”

Marko pulled out his Luden lute.

A look of pure, unbridled horror flashed across Wintersylver’s face.

Much to everyone’s relief, he set the instrument on his shoulder. “It’s trash talk, right? Ms. Gracefreeze, you do realize that Logan likes to eat literal garbage. He’s lapping this up. Keep talking, White Wyrm. It’s going to be so sweet when we score higher than you.”

The huge icy beast rolled her eyes. “Like that’s going to happen. You’ve been calling out Lou Shador and the Glow Brigade for weeks now. For weeks. He’ll hit you first. Then, when he comes after me, if he comes, which I doubt, I’ll be able to remove him from the Ashvattha multiverse once and for all. You’re welcome.”

Inga had been reading the tax code while they waited for the tournament runners to come and talk with them. She snapped the book closed. She opened her mouth and then shut it, a frown pulling at the corners of her lips.

Treacle burped up cud and chewed it while staring at Wintersylver with complete contempt. He swallowed it down all without saying a word.

Logan wasn’t going to engage with her, either.

Marko, though, couldn’t help himself. He started laughing. He kind of laughed, honked, snorted, and then laughed some more.

“What’s your problem, goat boy?” Wintersylver scowled, clearly offended.

He just continued to guffaw and never said a word. Sometimes the middle school moves were the best moves. He was still chortling when Skip Shadowcroft, Lolozi Webbs, and the Weavelord floated above them. Shadowcroft extended out his arms and legs, and he created a leafy platform for Nightfall University’s spidery headmistress and the little Drider bureaucrat from the Department of Universal Dungeon Efficiency.

“Welcome!” Weavelord shouted, his voice amplified by audio crystals tucked away around the arena. “Welcome to the finals of the Interschool Tournament of Collegial Dungeon Excellence! Never before have the stakes been so high! Never before have we put on such a risky—some might even say reckless—uh, event. Because, you know, death.”

Everyone was silent. Weavelord had killed the mood like an ax blow to the neck.

Shadowcroft magicked an ocean of flowers from his gnarled hands. They floated above Logan, his friends, and Wintersylver, and then went shooting up into the sky to explode like fireworks. Even with the lights on, they were a veritable bouquet in the sky. “Thank you for that warm introduction, Mr. Weavelord. And welcome indeed, everyone! Before us stand the five finest dungeon cores in the realm! We know that the road to victory will be hard fought and even harder won, but we have total faith in their abilities to protect the Tree of Souls and vanquish any raiders that dare cross the thresholds of their dungeons!”

The entire Arena Suprema went crazy with applause, howls, and hooting.

Weavelord went to say something, but Lolozi Webbs gently pulled him back.

Nightfall’s headmistress spoke. “Yes! Both Logan Murray’s duet with Inga Thosa Therian and Wintersylver Gracefreeze scored the highest of any competitors in the semifinals in the long history of the competition! We have high hopes that they will both survive to be judged!”

Marko let out a yell. “To survival!”

There was laughter and more raucous cheering.

Shadowcroft conjured more flowers, this time rose petals, that coated the grass between where Logan stood and the enormous tree bough sprouting from the ground. “You will have one week to both create your dungeon and to defend it from any raiders that may come. One week to prove that you are worthy defenders of the Tree of Souls. Your professors will be watching, grading your performance, so you need to show how much you’ve learned this year in all your classes!”

“That’s easy,” Wintersylver spat. “I taught half my classes. And I took my final exams early. All A Pluses.”

That finally broke Inga. “You’re such a try-hard. I appreciate ambition, but do not lord it over other people. It is not a good look.”

“Dying isn’t a good look,” Wintersylver sniffed. “Like I said, I’ll light candles for you. And one for Melvin. I didn’t forget. I’ll never forget! And I’ll never forgive you either!” She raised her claws heavenward. “For Melvin!”

With the battle cry still on her lips, she charged forward, spread out her icy wings and took to the air, then dove with a flourish toward the BYE portal. It was an impressive display. The minute she touched the bark, she vanished in a blast of pure ice. Freezing winds swept through the crowd. Everyone shivered. It was both dramatic and a little intimidating.

Marko slung his lute around. He played a single chord that sounded like a cat being microwaved. “This one’s for the Shadowcroft Academy of Dungeons!”

Everyone had their hands over their ears.

Then Marko took off running. Alone. It was awkward and embarrassing. He stopped before he touched the tree and turned. “Come on, guys, I thought we were running together. Or are we doing the tough slow-mo group walk? Like in a Fentanyl Quarantino movie?”

Logan squinted at his friend about fifty feet away. “There’s so much wrong with everything you just said that I don’t know what to comment on.”

“Do the slow-mo walk!” Professor Kobold called from the crowd, one hand cupped around his scaly snout.

Marko stuck his lute into his beret and jogged back to them. Today, he’d decided to wear his normal pantaloons, shirt, and vest, but as he walked, he mimed stripping off his shirt and vest and putting on his mime clothes. Thanks to his new powers, by the time he reached them, he looked like a full-on mime, including the white face paint—which looked absolutely terrible with his fur.

“Okay, I got my game face on. Let’s do this!”

Logan closed one eye. “Uh, it was better without the mime outfit.”

Marko stood with chin raised. “No. No, it wasn’t.”

Inga tossed the tax code to the side. “I’m done. I’m done with the audit. I don’t care if I fail my cultivation class. I’m going to our Celestial Node free and clear. Let’s do this, friends. Let’s go kick some serious Lou Shador butt.”

Treacle nodded and haiku’d. “Competing to win. Strong and courageous we are. Friendship is our oaken shield.” He paused. “Seven syllables in that last line. That is a bit troubling.”

“You’re fine,” Logan said. “Let’s go.”

He led them in a cool slow-mo group walk across the rose petals. The crowds were on their feet, cheering like mad by the time they reached out and touched the tree trunk as one.

Logan felt the staff in his hand shiver as it came home. Fresh Apothos filled him.

In a blink, the world seemed to turn on edge, as Arborea disappeared, and they abruptly reappeared in the ruins of an ancient city. If Logan didn’t know better, he would’ve sworn it was Necroscant.

Weeds grew out of the cracked cobblestones. Creeping vines had taken over the crumbling stone houses and buildings. Trees grew in the middle of courtyards. Stagnant water lay in pools around them. Storm clouds cluttered an otherwise blue sky, promising a storm to come. In the distance, the sound of thunder cracked. It was humid, and the air was thick with the aroma of flowers and wild vegetation.

Logan heard the sound of water, burbling away in the distance.

He took a moment to appreciate a hardworking colony of mold covering a door. “This seems promising. It doesn’t seem like it gets too hot here, and there’s some decent humidity I can work with. Any idea where exactly we are?”

“Not sure yet,” Inga said, shaking her head. “There seems to be a large square up ahead. Let me fly over there. I might be able to get a better idea.”

“That’s great thinking.” Logan stuck his Soul Staff of Sporing into his Ring of Pockets and then took a few running steps. He launched himself upward and activated his newly enhanced Pneumacity ability. He caught a stiff breeze and went soaring up into the air like a balloon. In seconds he was high above the city, with a vantage that offered him an unparalleled view of the land. The town wasn’t huge—it was in the middle of a thick forest. There was a wide road, but it was overgrown with weeds like the cobblestone streets below.

A wide, meandering river ran along the west side of the town, bordering docks and an abandoned marketplace filled with colorful stalls set out in a haphazard fashion. To the north of the market was what looked to be the ruins of a stone coliseum. However, unlike the Roman landmark, this place was dilapidated almost beyond the point of recognition. Only a few sections of seats and a few walls remained. There was a massive wooden sign in front of what had been the entrance.

Logan hovered in the air, waiting for Inga to join him. It wasn’t long before he felt the gentle flutter of her wings.

“I think this place has quite a lot of promise indeed,” she remarked, surveying the decrepit town and the massive forest encroaching from every side. “It has everything we need and more for our scheme to work.”

Logan agreed, but he remained silent for a moment. They didn’t have long and there was a ton of work to be done, but over the past few weeks he’d learned how important it was to be in the moment. To be present, to be grateful. He took a minute to just enjoy his flight. He’d flown before, around Arborea, since reaching A-Class. It was easier than he would’ve thought. Inga had proved invaluable, since she’d grown up flying as a bird woman.

He and Inga flew over the ruined city and landed in front of the sign, dangling from a beam in front of the coliseum.

Inga adjusted Melvin’s fedora, her antennae reaching out in curiosity.

She read the words gouged into the wood.

“Here lies the Doomed Gladiator Games of Thanrass. Destroyed by the Mages of Thanrass for delving into secrets better left unknown. Mostly dynamite. Beware of the gunpowder apocalypse! Never give your gladiators weapons of mass destruction. Also, free elections might’ve been a good idea. Also, huge wealth inequality breeds social instability. But, for total transparency, it was mostly the dynamite in the hands of sword slaves.”

Logan walked by the sign and through the arched entryway. There, in the center of the coliseum, were steps leading down.

Inga joined him. “Oh, right, the Blood Games of Thanrass. You know, I’ve read about this world. A tragic tale that ended in terrible bloodshed and the death of the Thanrassian Civilization. I have to admit, the sign does give a pretty good summary at a glance.”

<Marko, Treacle,> Logan sent. <Looks like we have something with potential here. Giant, abandoned coliseum. There’s a sign that says something about gladiators and the gunpowder apocalypse.>

Marko piped up in his head. <Wait. We can do this telepathy thing at a distance now? That’s a pretty sick upgrade. Also, I’m thinking Gunpowder Apocalypse is the name of my new Eldritch Horror-Core rock band. Do you think I’ll be able to use this new mental connection to force you guys to listen to my rehearsals?>

<Hopefully Lou Shador kills us first,> Treacle sent. <We shall arrive shortly.>

Logan walked across the sand. It was soaked with old blood and latent Apothos. There was also something else. Fungi, growing along the walls, clinging to the ancient stones, moldering on the bodies of the long dead buried in the subbasement below. But below that—below the sand and mold and rotting dead—was something wonderous and powerful. A Celestial Node had formed in the earth, buried beneath this monument to poor societal choices.

This is what they’d come for. What they’d come to protect.

Inga joined him at the steps leading down to what had been tunnels underneath the coliseum. He could see the rusted hinges that had once connected to a wooden trapdoor, set flush with the floor of the arena. But the wood had rotted away long, long ago, leaving the staircase open to the elements. There were probably any number of similar entrances scattered across the coliseum floor. They might be able to use that in their dungeon design.

Inga glanced around the coliseum. “You know, Celestial Nodes often appear in natural caverns, but it’s more likely that the nodes appear in ruins or places that are rather cinematic. It’s as if the Tree of Souls wants to give dungeon cores a good story to go along with their protection. I find that fascinating.”

“Wow, this place is freaking awesome!” Marko said as he and Treacle ambled through the archway. “The atmosphere is perfect. Just the right amount of creepy, epic, and ancient. Plus, if we can get the walls repaired, I bet the acoustics in this place are incredible.”

Treacle grunted, eyeballing the stadium with a critical eye. “Have to agree with the goat man. It’s old, but the underlying engineering is sound. With a little elbow grease and bubblegum, I reckon we can make this place shine.”

“That’s exactly what I like to hear,” Logan said with a grin. “But before we get to the fun stuff, we have to use the least amount of Apothos possible to craft the worst, easiest dungeon of our lives. We gotta keep it simple, stupid.”

“That’s what my mother always used to say to me,” Marko remarked happily. “Although I think it was, ‘Marko, you sure are simple, or maybe you’re just stupid.’ But I think the sentiment was more or less the same!”

“You truly are a fascinating creature, Marko Laskarelis,” Inga said. “Someday I’d like to learn more about your surely unconventional upbringing, but today is not the day, I’m afraid.” She pulled out a set of blueprints, which closely mimicked the design they’d already submitted to the Department of Universal Dungeon Efficiency for review. “For this portion of the dungeon, we will only be crafting endogenous items, and as you can see, we aren’t worried about quality here—which is why Marko will do most of the heavy lifting. While he works on the bad dungeon, we can work on the good dungeon underneath.”

Marko shook his head. “No, we’re not using a single iota of Apothos. Did I mention I was rich royalty? Yeah, I’m a prince. I was rich when I wasn’t so goaty. However, once you get used to obscene wealth, it’s hard to be poor. That’s why I’m going to use some of the wealth I’ve managed to accumulate through our many adventures. We’re going to order our dungeon right off Googazon and have it all delivered.”

Logan felt like he’d been hit with a dumb-hammer. It was the end of his third year, and the Ashvattha multiverse still managed to surprise him. “Googazon?”

Logan put his hands on his hips while Marko stood on the sand of the coliseum ruins, rummaging around in his Beret of Holding. “Hold up. I know I have a Googazon crystal here somewhere. Ah, here it is.”

He pulled out a long piece of amber—a particular color of orange. “I connected the crystal to my bank account, so we have plenty of gold to spend. And not because I wasn’t paying attention earlier, but why exactly are we making two dungeons? Again, I totally know the reason, but just want to make sure you all also know the reason. So that we’re like, on the same page.”

Treacle snorted and motioned for Marko to start shopping. “We really don’t have time to reiterate all of our plans.”

“Uh, I need a minute,” Logan said, raising a squishy hand. He truly didn’t know how he could’ve missed something as big as Googazon. He needed time to process this newest revelation.

Inga sighed and rolled her eyes. “Fortunately, I expected Marko to forget the plan, which is why I built in extra time into our Day One itinerary to go over the plan once more. The two dungeons have two purposes. One, we wanted to lure in Lou Shador by giving him a ridiculously easy target. Secondly, we want him overly confident so that when he does find our real dungeon, he thinks he can walk through it without much challenge. As they say, an overconfident dungeoneer is a dead dungeoneer. By the time he realizes what’s really going on, it’ll be too late.”

“Why haven’t you told me about Googazon?” Logan asked, ignoring everything Inga was saying. “I feel like that’s probably something I should’ve known about.”

Marko made a face. “We never bring it up because we don’t like supporting big tech. Now that I’ve been told the plan for the first time, I am totally on board.”

“Not the first time,” Treacle sighed.

“Totally the first time.” Marko smiled. “Let’s get to shopping!”

Around them, a hundred different holographic items appeared in the air, projected by the crystal. It was easy to grab an object and then drag it over to their cart, like you’d do at any website. Grab, drag, and drop. There was even a cha-ching sound.

Logan couldn’t help but chuckle and shake his head. They were going to make the worst dungeon ever. And have a great time doing it.


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
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Lou Shador was a lot of things, but he wasn’t stupid.

That fungal dungeon core Logan Murray was trying to intimidate him. Sure, technically Murray had become a Jade Leaf cultivator. Sure, he was teaming up with three other Azure Branch dungeon cores using his symbiotic bond. And he wasn’t trying to keep his Celestial Node a secret. Not only had he published his blueprints, but Lou Shador had already figured out that the fungaloid and his crew of misfits were on Thanrass, a world known for death and destruction and doom.

Lou Shador didn’t care about doom.

He only cared that two new Celestial Nodes had opened, and they were being guarded by inexperienced dungeon guardians. Lou Shador may not have been stupid, but he was in many ways a simple man. A simple man who coveted one thing: power. The more dungeons he destroyed and the more nodes he consumed, the more powerful he would become. Like before, Lou Shador wasn’t going to be satisfied with only one. Like him, his plan was simple. He would start with the more powerful of the two guardians, hit hard and fast, then move on to the easier target.

Early Monday morning, Lou Shador strode into the massive temple on the planet of Chorch. In the town of Chaepull, there was an old temple filled with broken stained-glass windows like jagged teeth, splintered doors, and collapsed columns. Nearly all the wooden pews had been destroyed.

Behind Shador walked his Glow Brigade.

The Grand Jester wiggled in her too tight shorts, wielding a huge painted mace that matched her colorful hair and clownish makeup. “Okay, Mr. S, the entrance is behind the altar, obvi. I’m guessing Miss Smarty-Pants worked overtime to get her dungeon set up real quick like. We’ll be facing her full arsenal.” She leaned forward, showing an ample amount of cleavage thanks to a too tight shirt, and smirked. “Like that matters to us any.”

Massive candles around the room suddenly ignited. A voice boomed through the ruins of the church. “Beware the worshippers of the Kthonika, the lost gods, the mad gods, the cold coils come unto the Temple of the Good Sun. Kthonika’s cold servant is here. Down deep in damned halls beneath the fells. Beware! Beware! Beware Kthonika!”

All the candle flames turned to ice. The temperature in the temple dropped by dozens of degrees. The water in the cisterns froze immediately while fingers of blue-white hoarfrost crawled up the walls.

Shador drew his cloak around him for warmth. Wintersylver was playing dumb. Well, that was a game he could play all too well.

Cruelli DeKill rolled in on her skates, jumping deftly over the debris littering the floor. The rumble of her wheels filled the church and reverberated off the walls. “Does she really think this whole warning thing is going to work with us? What a moron.”

Hawt Tawpic sat down in a destroyed pew, took out a compact mirror, and started applying black lipstick. “It’s so pathetic and boring. I like the lure she has, though—the Freeze Jewels has a nice ring to it. Along with the ice diamonds, there’s the Dragonslayer. Big ice spear. Not gonna lie, all that cold damage is pretty hot.”

Edna of the Three Rings came in last, clutching her notebook to her chest. She put it down to pull her inhaler out of her oversized cardigan. She took a deep puff then wiped her nose with tissue hidden in her sleeve. “While I appreciate your wordplay, the longer we spend here, the longer the mushroom dungeon has to work on his defenses. Additionally, I’m sure all that damp air is not going to help my allergies.” She snorted with laughter then instinctively pushed her glasses up onto the bridge of her nose.

Cruelli rolled around and around the nerdy girl, her wheels making a whisking noise as she moved. She had an arrow nocked on her bow. “We’ll kill the monsters for you, Edna. Don’t worry, we have your back.”

“Monsters?” Edna snorted again. “Now there is a subjective word. You could say we are the monsters—after all, we are invading their territory and actively stealing their goods. They look scary, but who is the more terrifying? But I digress. Mr. Shador, should we fall into our normal marching order?”

Lou Shador nodded with a grunt. “Oh yeah, sister, behind me. I got point. Fall in. Let’s get through this quick.”

He paused. The Grand Jester went first. Despite her ridiculous appearance, she was a masterful rogue. She’d dance around traps, poke around to find secret doors, and generally sow chaos as she went. Shador would follow her as both the leader and the tank. Cruelli went next, offering ranged weapon support. Hawt Tawpic would come next to offer either healing or additional combat aid with the many chains she could summon.

Edna would take the rear guard, ready with her Three Rings and her vicious paper attacks.

All of them had minions they could summon in seconds. They probably wouldn’t need them with this little temple run, but it was always wise to be prepared.

Behind the alter, they found two staircases.

Jester bopped down and came back up. “The two staircases kiss! Just a little way down. It gets so chilly!” She magicked up a thick fur coat that only covered her arms and about half of her abdomen. Her belly button piercing was still clearly visible.

The rest of the raiders started their descent. The staircases were ornate but dilapidated. The walls were covered with a sheen of thin ice, and the steps were treacherously slick. It wasn’t going to be getting any warmer.

Even though steps were coated in black ice, Cruelli had no trouble navigating the descent. She had total control over her wheels. Also, she had heaters on her skates that melted the ice immediately. At one point, Shador had suggest ice skates, or even roller blades—but that only made Cruelli sneer in open disgust. She was a roller derby archer, and that meant four wheels, stacked side by side.

Edna had her notebook open and was reading something. She hopped from step to step without even paying attention.

Below, they came to a long hallway flanked on either side by elegant statues of ice dragons. Of course, they weren’t just statues. They were Wintersylver’s Frost Bites.

Jester let out a laugh. “These guys are pretty chill, ’cause they’re cold-blooded.”

Edna issued a dorky snort right on cue. She did love her wordplay. It was one of Edna’s greatest weaknesses. “Uh, you tried to make a joke, Jester, but if they were actual reptiles, they would be sluggish because of the extreme drop in temperature.” Her other weakness was her incessant need to be right all the time.

“Then let’s warm them up!” Cruelli unleashed a wave of fire arrows into the yawning hallway.

The Frost Bites shied away from the intense heat and immediately launched a counterattack. It was a fruitless effort. Those few who survived Cruelli’s arrows were quickly dispatched in a flurry of forearm smashes and knees to the groin delivered by Lou Shador himself. Tentacles erupted from his wrist wraps to rip apart the reptiles.

He grabbed one of the big lizards, twirled it through the air, and executed a beautiful pile driver, instantly breaking the monster’s neck.

Jester danced around, bopping the miniature ice dragons on the head with her painted mace. Bop. Bop. Bop. Skulls went splat. “This is too easy, Mr. S. I hope the lady of the house is tougher, otherwise Hawt is gonna be so bored!”

“So bored,” Hawt Tawpic agreed morosely. She whipped a Frost Bite to death with one of her many chains. She caught another Frost Bite with a rusted meat hook and quickly strung it up from the ceiling like a side of beef.

Edna continued to read from her notebook. “I have to admit, the history of Chorch is interesting. Some of their theologies were a tad odd, but I do so love it when dungeons are given a rich backstory,” she droned, absorbed in her reading.

The hallway ended in an engraved archway that led to a natural cavern beyond. There was a door to the left and a door to the right—a common dungeon ploy.

Jester skipped through the left door and leapt over a puddle of Foot Freeze on the floor then pirouetted and ducked as a Flash Freeze trap exploded overhead. “Just traps here, Mr. S.”

“Good job, sister. What about the other door?”

“One sec, bossy boss boss.” Jester strutted through the door on the right. Beyond was a narrow hallway that led to a wide room with high vaulted ceilings. Down the corridor, a blizzard elemental spun up to life and came charging down at them.

Shador strode into the hallway. “Watch this, sisters, ’cause the Lou Shador is about to show you why you never skip leg day. Oh yeah!” His thighs burst into flames. That took some of the salt out of the blizzard elemental. Shador was strong enough to grab the sentient snowstorm, hurl it onto the floor, and then get the thing’s neck in a leglock.

With a little Apothos-fueled strength, he flexed his hammies and quads, glutes and hip flexors. The blizzard’s neck cracked like a stick and melted under the intense heat of his blazing thighs. It didn’t really have bones, but Shador had the ability to alter the form of his opponent so he could perform wrestler moves on them. It came in handy when he fought all manner of weird things.

Shador rose and walked into the room where the blizzard elemental had been standing guard. It might’ve been a residence for the priests at one time, but now it was covered in snow and frost. His Action Sense tingled, and he glanced up just in time to see a wicked series of stalactites break away from the ceiling and fall straight down. Even with his Action Sense, he was half a step too slow. But that didn’t matter. He was the heel, and every wrestling fan knew the heel always had plot armor.

His crimson cloak fluttered and flashed out, swatting away the icy spears before they could impale him. He wasn’t scratched. Not one bit.

Cruelli skated through the arch, a pout on her cruel face. “You’re having all the fun, Mr. Shador. It’s not fair.”

Jester sashayed in and opened a chest, avoiding a poison needle trap. “I found some of the Freeze Jewels!” She absently strung a diamond necklace that radiated cold around her neck. “Oh, it’s chilly! But I’ll get used to it. How do I look, Mr. S.? Am I pretty? I wanna be pretty.”

Edna wandered in. “You’re fine, Jester. You know, the ancient Chorchians had seventy-five religions, and they all lived in peace. Except for the cult of the Kthonika. It seems like they had trouble playing well with others.” The sorceress wandered out, still absorbed in her literature. “Let’s get to the cavern. I don’t want to spend all day here.”

But in the end, that is exactly what happened.

They fought more blizzard elementals in another temple, and they tangled with avalanche golems in an underground cathedral that Shador thought for sure would be the inner sanctum. He had to admit it was a good fake-out. Wintersylver was pretty tough. The avalanche golems were almost a challenge. They came crashing through the windows and started throwing pews and rocks.

It was at that point that Cruelli nearly bought the farm. Even though she was skating fast through the cathedral, she got hit by Snowblind and crashed into an Ice Psycho—one of the White Wyrm’s minions, all dressed in priest garb. The Ice Psychos were berserkers made of ice-covered flesh. They fought with cold steel hooks that could punch through heavy armor or rend flesh with equal ease.

Hawt managed to restrain them with her chains while Shador summoned his Rabid Fanlings to lend them a hand. They made the Ice Psychos look like reasonable gentlemen.

Edna didn’t help one bit. She spent every battle reading about Kthonika theology. Shador didn’t try to get her to engage. He knew better. Shador wasn’t afraid of much in the multiverse, but he was wary of Edna of the Three Rings.

Hawt healed Cruelli, who was already on the move again, skating and firing arrows with deadly accuracy. Each shaft was different—fire, acid, explosions.

Jester loved explosions. She blew a strand of dyed hair out of her face and watched, utterly enraptured at the speed and grace of the roller derby archer.

Shador activated a Canvas Stomp, destroying one of the avalanche golems in the process. He grabbed another and put it into a sleeper hold. His trainer had said it was a submission hold. But Shador didn’t wait for his opponent to submit. He broke the creature’s neck with one great flex of his bicep. He let the golem drop, then turned his sights on a third golem. After a quick grapple, he had the monster in a textbook perfect figure-four leg lock. When he flexed his ankles, a bolt of lightning raced outward from his body, turning the creature into a puddle of warm tap water.

He had to admit, smashing up a living avalanche was kinda fun.

The cathedral eventually connected to an elaborate labyrinth, where there was more freezing fun waiting for them. Navigating the traps, riddles, and dead ends was a tedious process, but not an especially dangerous one. Not for Lou Shador and his Glow Brigade. Finally, the maze led to the inner sanctum, where his real prize awaited.

Wintersylver Gracefreeze stood alone, in a statue garden—there were actual statues of all the fallen dungeon cores and their minions that Shador had killed during the semifinals. The statues were all either holding Freeze Jewels or were wearing Freeze Jewelry. It was quite the treasure room.

“By the freezing hells of Odin’s guest room, what are you doing?” Wintersylver roared. This time around, she had pulled out all the stops. She was trying to hypnotize them with her Hoarfrost Gaze Glaze. She was radiating so much cold that Shador and his Glow Brigade were covered in ice. If they had been lesser dungeoneers, their movements would’ve been slowed.

But he’d come prepared. His entire team had divine Charms of Web Walking, granting them limited immunity from hindrance and slow spells.

Wintersylver was twice her size because of her Subzero Scales ability. She wrapped herself in layer after layer of ice, then compressed them down like diamonds. She threw back her head and roared, furiously beating her wings to create Terrifying Winds.

That had some small effect—Edna had a single sheet of paper blown out of her magical notebook. She chased after it, looking quite perturbed. She had to use her inhaler again and wipe her nose.

The huge White Wyrm breathed out Arctic Blast—berry flavored—but Shador blocked that attack with his red cloak.

Cruelli skated away, unhurt.

Hawt whipped her chains around her faster, faster, faster, dispelling the dragon breath attack.

Edna merely retreated out of the range of fire, still reading. “I got tired of the Chorchians, so I’ve been doing a little more research on Logan Murray. You’ll never believe it, but he’s from Uroth. He’s an American.”

“From which state?” Hawt asked, quirking an eyebrow.

“Colorado.”

“Where’s that again?”

Edna frowned. “It’s in the middle of the continent. It’s very dry there. My skin would not like it at all. And in the spring, the pine pollen wouldn’t do my sinuses any favors.”

“Focus, sisters,” Shador growled. “Oh yeah, the fight’s almost over, but that’s the most important time to keep your eye on the prize. Now get your heads in the game. I want forty percent more Eye of the Tiger. Time to show this monster what Lou Shador and his Glow Brigade can do!”

Wintersylver shrieked and spun, her scaly tail whipping out like a battering ram. Hawt swung away on the end of a chain, her oversized jeans billowing in the freezing breeze. Again, Edna took a few steps back, instinctively retreating out of range. Cruelli leapt over the tail a moment before it slammed into a statue, which promptly exploded in a hail of rocks, dirt, and ice. She rolled through the debris without missing a beat, an easy smirk tattooed across her face. She had her bow drawn, a fire arrow nocked, but she didn’t shoot.

Because Lou Shador wanted the kill for himself. That was the rule. That first taste of a dungeon core’s cracked gem was always the sweetest, and it always belonged to him.

Shador stood in front of the dragon, who was panting and breathing hard from the exertion.

“What’s your damage, Lou?” Wintersylver thundered, slowly backing away from the masked fighter. “We had a deal. I give you information. You take out the competition. You weren’t supposed to come after me. That was never part of our arrangement!”

Shador floated into the air, his cape billowing dramatically behind him. “Oh, I dare, sister. See, that was your mistake. To me, dungeon cores are food for the soul. A protein pump to get my soul-swole on. You don’t make deals with your food. And you were the one who made me strong enough to take you out, so in a way this is on your own head, sister. Now get ready for the pain.”

He shot forward like an arrow made of muscle and spandex and drove his fists into her neck. At the same time, his wrist-wrap tentacles lashed out and encircled her throat. In seconds, Shador was behind her. He raised a huge meaty arm and forearm smashed the life out of her.

The White Wyrm sank to the ground, her guardian form dead.

But that wasn’t where she lived. Her energy, her soul, resided in the gemstone floating serenely above the altar.

Shador landed in a heroic crouch and stood, shoulders rolled back, gut hanging over the edge of his spandex pants. He strode toward the pedestal, which sat in front of a statue of a mushroom warrior holding the Dragonslayer—a carved spear with a blade made of magical ice.

Shador plucked a chocolate-and-cayenne popsicle out of an interdimensional pocket in his cloak. He sucked on it while he walked up to the core gem.

“Did you bring enough to share, Mr. S?” Jester rested her painted mace on her shoulder and cocked one hip out.

Edna frowned and closed her notebook. “It’s not a snack.”

Shador continued to suck on the icy treat. He felt his core—known to raiders as their soul matrix—burst with power. Every nerve screamed with pain, but he didn’t even flinch. Good thing the chocolate and cayenne flavors tasted so good. They helped him with the agony. As did all of his Maestro’s training.

Body and soul were being prepared for the influx of Apothos to come.

Jester looked confused. “If it’s not a freakin’ snack, then what the freak is it?”

Edna pointed. “That popsicle is the Paletas de Leche of Ascending. He thinks that Wintersylver’s core will get him to S-Class, and he’s prepping himself. With the aid of the sacred popsicle, it just might be that he’ll ascend immediately rather than spend weeks in an ascension cocoon.”

Shador grinned and shot her a finger gun. “Exactly, sister. I ain’t got time for that action. I got a date with destiny.”

The white gem floating over the pedestal pulsated. Wintersylver’s voice erupted in the air around them. “But we had a deal, Lou! We had a deal!”

Shador sucked the last of the Paletas off the stick. “Already told you, I don’t make deals with dungeon cores.”

He struck like the snake he was, his fist slamming into the gem at Mach 3, shattering it into a million pieces. His popsicle—the Paletas de Leche of Ascending—had done the trick indeed. Shador felt his core expand exponentially, throbbing in time with the beating of his heart. He’d ascend quickly, and then get after that mushroom man. Lou Shador wasn’t a hero, not really. He cared about power, his own. But the fact that this Logan Murray was from Uroth was deeply concerning, although he’d made sure not to let Edna see any hint of his concern.

She was as power hungry in her own way as Lou Shador, and she respected strength, power, and nothing else. He couldn’t afford to showcase any weakness in front of her, not for a second.

But in truth… he was scared.

He’d been to Colorado, once upon a time back when he’d been the worthless failure known as Ted Shadie. The beers were all too sweet. Wasn’t no air to breathe. And he’d spent a fortune on hand lotion.

Everyone thought that Uroth was so weak in Apothos, but there was a reason for that. No one knew the truth except for Shador, and he was going to be taking that secret to his grave. He’d promised his Maestro he would. No one could find out about Uroth and the terrible thing that slumbered deep within the ground beneath the Malheur National Forest in Oregon. That mysterious entity was one of the few things in the universe that truly frightened him.

It had also pushed him to greatness.

He’d emerged from his time on Uroth as the fearsome dungeoneer known as Lou Shador, and the secrets to his transformation were hidden. Lost to history, which was exactly where those secrets needed to remain. He’d be the raider that would end Logan Murray’s rise to power. For his own good, and ultimately, for the good of the entire multiverse…


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR
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By Monday night, Logan and the Terrible Twelfth had finished the majority of both of their Thanrass dungeons. They’d dubbed the intro dungeon MothalMania XXXIX, while the real dungeon had the unwieldy name of the Fungal Candy Clown Caterpillar Slam Fest. Sort of a work-in-progress title.

Logan ascended the steps to get to the sands of the coliseum. There were eighteen staircases down, but they all invariably connected to different sections of MothalMania XXXIX. From there, all roads led to the mock “inner sanctum,” which looked about as scary as an animated Halloween special designed for toddlers. The products they’d bought from Googazon had the same quality as a discount Halloween store in Topeka on November 2. It was a Party City insect dungeon on a shoestring budget.

Ninety-nine percent of the boxes had arrived on a pallet.

However, box 51—components of their fake pedestal—had been sent in a separate shipment. Logan was hurrying to meet the Googazon delivery driver.

Logan wasn’t looking forward to the experience. The driver, Edward Guildenstern, was… odd. Crossing realities couldn’t be easy even for someone who was relatively sane. Throw on top of that the GPS tracking the drivers, measuring their stops, and the result was severe psychosis.

Poor Eddie G needed time off—and a fresh toilet—desperately.

Logan watched as the Googazon truck appeared on the other side of the arena. The vehicle changed colors and logos at random intervals, but there was always some type of orange hue, and there was always some kind of manic smile.

The churning wheels threw up rooster tails of sand as the vehicle careened around the coliseum. The van managed to avoid the entrances, sometimes soaring right over them because it was going so fast. At the last minute, Eddie G slammed on the brakes, sending up a cloud of sand and dust into the air.

Logan’s first instinct was to cough, though he didn’t exactly have lungs anymore.

Eddie G came storming out of the driver’s seat. He was a wire-thin pixyish man with wild gray hair and an even wilder gray beard. A pair of pearlescent butterfly wings protruded from his back, but they’d seen better days. One hung limply down his back like a broken antenna, the other looked like it had gone ten rounds with a rabid grizzly bear. He was dressed in filthy jeans and a brown work shirt with his name tag stitched onto the chest. He jogged around to the back of the ever-changing truck. For a second it was blue, with an orange logo, but then it turned orange with a green logo.

The driver threw open the door, and several flies the size of eagles came buzzing out. A skeleton arm reached out, but the driver knocked it back with a wave of his hand. Eddie G seized a box and had to wrestle it away from neon green tentacles. The delivery guy slammed the door with his hip. He spun with a box in his hand.

“Got an order, box fifty-one of fifty-one for Logan Murray,” he croaked, sounding exhausted.

Logan leaned on his staff. “That would be me.”

Guildenstern tossed it to him. “Here you go. You’re a mushroom guy, aren’t you?”

Logan nodded. “That’s right. Is that a problem?”

“Not if you don’t believe the Spore Lord conspiracies,” the driver said with a shrug. “I have to run. Googazon tracks me, man. Always tracking me. The Warning Bell is right, bud. Big tech will destroy us all! That or the Spore Lords. Or maybe they are one and the same. Who knows? The Warning Bell, that’s who!”

He charged back to his truck and took off with the engine screaming. He drove into the wall of the coliseum and vanished. All things considered, that wasn’t even in the top ten strangest things Logan had seen since coming to Shadowcroft.

Logan took the box down one of the many entrances and into one of the hallways that led to the central chamber. <Hey guys, the last package finally arrived.>

<Bring it to MothalMania XXXIX’s inner sanctum,> Inga sent. <We’ll put the final touches on this atrocity and call it done.>

She wasn’t wrong. The place really was a crime against properly designed dungeons. It was basically the steamy romance Harry Potter/Star Wars crossover fanfic of dungeons.

The hallway Logan walked down had cheap paper spiders on springs dangling from the ceiling. One thing about Googazon, they had the ultimate sticky tape. Logan went through a door with a The Silence of the Lambs poster taped to the wood. There was the death’s head plushie moth waiting on the other side, so it kinda fit. Although, for being called MothalMania, there were surprisingly few moths. Marco had come up with the name based on a bit of info from Logan, who’d been a bit of a Triple H fan growing up. Both Inga and Treacle insisted that “Mothal” wasn’t a word, but Marco pointed out that it wasn’t a dungeon, so it was okay.

On the other side of the door, cheap plastic bats dropped from the ceiling connected by fishing line.

Logan hurried through a room where crepe paper insects hung from twine. Ugh, twine.

There weren’t just insects and spiders—there were some bats as well. And some worms. A smiling mummy and a few sad and deflated jack-o’-lantern balloons.

There was one natural cavern room with Styrofoam grave markers that had the normal dumb puns on them.

Barry M. Deep

Gil O’Teen – A tisket, a tasket, his head was in the basket.

Noah Scape – He always felt trapped.

Here Lies Uncle Ned – We found his body but not his head.

Izzy Dead – Um…He’s buried, so I sure hope so!

Dee Composing – Wife, Mother, Gardener

Here Lies Gertrude Snell — Some thought she was sweet, some thought she was swell, but we all know that when she died, she went straight to hell.

Fluffy — Well, not anymore.

On the walls of the graveyard cavern were your stereotypical ghost posters with ridiculously friendly specters, winking at the dungeoneers. They’d also added a few false walls in the cave, which contained some remote-controlled surprises. That cavern might give Lou Shador and his Glow Brigade some pause. That was the hope at any rate.

Logan traipsed through the graveyard cavern and down a wide staircase where Marko was putting the finishing touches on a trap. The goat man had some big foam spheres and large pieces of plastic. The DIY giant centipedes would have pipe cleaner legs and mandibles made from plastic forks. Because why not?

Inga had not wanted to buy plastic silverware—as a tableware scholar, she found the existence of disposable eating utensils shocking—but, in the end, the price and convenience couldn’t be beat.

The plan was to put the homemade centipedes into a false ceiling. Treacle had spray-painted cardboard and then had wedged it into the cracks in the walls. It wasn’t going to fool anyone. Even the greenest dungeon diver in the universe would see through their poorly concealed traps and shoddily constructed minions.

Marko was grinning like a fool. “I made five of these guys. I don’t see how they’re much different from Inga’s bugs. I mean, mine look about as scary.”

He jiggled one at Logan.

Logan sighed. “Uh, that’s really not true. I mean, the mandibles don’t work. Like, they can’t possibly hurt the raiders.”

“That’s your problem.” Marko did more jiggling. “You’re always throwing ‘facts’ in my face.” The goat man air quoted the word. More air quotes followed. “And ‘objective reality.’ And ‘truth.’ Whatever. Come and help me, buddy. You’re lucky I’m patient.”

“I’m so lucky,” Logan said. Marko had been a little salty since Logan had ascended to A-Class. Logan couldn’t help but worry about his friend.

He and Marko put the five centipedes on top of the five Googazon boxes, then wedged the cardboard into place.

As they were leaving, one section came loose, and a centipede toppled out onto them.

A second later, though, four long, fungal tentacles shot out of Logan’s back and grabbed the flattened box. They wedged the cardboard into place before reaching out to give Marko a hug before they disappeared back into Logan’s back.

Marko’s mouth fell open. “Wait a minute, you have tentacles now? Not fair! I have tentacles! That’s my whole shtick.”

<No,> Logan countered. <You summon eldritch horrors that have tentacles. You basically just have a hat. And I would’ve showed you earlier, but you seemed more interested in getting a drink than in checking out all my upgrades.>

Inga’s voice broke through. <What are you two talking about? >

Treacle answered with a sigh. <They’re talking about Logan’s new Hyphae Tentacles. Now that we have some time, I can send you some information on them.>

A second later, they were all bearing witness to Logan’s new A-Class fungal form ability.

<<<>>>

Hyphae Tentacles: Spawn four tentacles from your back that act as their own self-aware organism with but a single job… to have your back! They aren’t sentient, but they do have a sense of humor. Mostly they are there to deflect incoming attacks, but they can wield crude weapons in a pinch. You can’t actively control them, but you can enjoy their witty hijinks.

Available at: A-Class

<<<>>>

Marko exploded with enthusiasm. “I love witty hijinks! I’m wondering if I’ll be better friends with your back tentacles than I am with you!”

<What did Marko say?> Inga asked. <He’s not using his telepathy. Why doesn’t he like the telepathy?>

<Because he likes being difficult,> Logan sent.

Marko frowned for a minute, looking dark and troubled. “It’s more than that. Talking lets me keep some distance. But it’s fine.” He brightened, smiling his usual smile. “Having tentacles is awesome. You’ll see. Hands are so overrated.”

Logan laughed, but he was touched by Treacle’s thoughtfulness. “Aw, Treacle, you’re the best. You looked up my skills.”

<Inga and I did,> the minotaur sent. <We never had time to go over them like we wanted. Do you want to show Marko your updated Spore Halos?>

They still had to set up the fake sanctum’s pedestal “trap,” but that wasn’t going to take long at all. They could talk about the last of his abilities after.

<Yeah, we’ll do it in a minute. Marko and I are on our way.>

Marko stepped back to admire their work on the fake centipede trap. “You know, it’s not bad. Maybe using Apothos to craft items is a thing of the past. We’ll just buy stuff online.”

“Some of us aren’t rich,” Logan pointed out.

“Well, everyone should be. It’s freakin’ awesome.”

Logan and Marko walked down to the inner sanctum, which was protected by two of those inflatable flapping men which most often stood sentry at used car lots and cheap restaurants with questionable grades from the Health Department. They’d drawn some fangs on them with Sharpies. Treacle had come up with the generators, which used Fulgur Apothos to power the very cheap and very loud fans.

Marko stood in front of the inflatable men, completely entranced. “What are these called again?”

Inga had read all the descriptions. <Sometimes they’re called tube men, but they have many names—air dancer, or sky dancer, or fan dancer. Originally, they were called Tall Boys. They’re basically sections of fabric tubing. The fans blow up through the tubing, which forces them to flail and dance. I think we should call them flailers.>

“Can we talk?” Marko asked. “The telepathy kinda freaks me out. It’s like at any minute, you could check out my Googazon order history. Trust me, it’s best for all parties if we avoid that. It’s where angels fear to tread.”

Inga and Treacle were by the fake pedestal, which they’d built out of more Googazon boxes, all taped together with Industrial Strength Duck Tape. Not Duct Tape. Duck Tape. Made by ducks, for ducks, to restrain as many or few angry ducks as desired. There was nothing stronger or stickier in the multiverse. They used more spray paint to try and make them look like stacked rocks. Key word there was “try.”

Logan came forward with the last of the boxes. Inside were various glass spheres, which in this case were going to be the loot of the dungeon. Instead of priceless gems, they had cheap Christmas ornaments. Logan bounded up, effortlessly drifting toward the ceiling, where he tied the fishing wire to a series of hooks Treacle had screwed into the rock.

Marko retrieved the Halloween trick-or-treat claw bowl from box 51. Reach into the bowl and the claw descended. It was tricky to get the ornaments between the bowl and the claw.

Once they were done, though, they had a silly trap in an even sillier dungeon.

Inga’s antennae were pulled in tight. “Should we include at least one real trap and monster in the MothalMania XXXIX? Perhaps we could add a single Lunar Horror Creation? Or more moths. We just don’t have that many moths.”

Marko came and patted her shoulder. “No way. This is the ultimate psychological weapon. They will be looking for moths the entire time. They’ll be so on edge that, by the time they hit Treacle’s sorting room, they’ll be reckless. Then we’ll get ’em. This is all just pretty bait for our pretty prey. I have to say, that Grand Jester lady is too cute.”

Inga frowned. “She’s completely evil.”

“You can be evil and cute,” Marko shot back. “Take me for example. Very handsome. And I’m so dark, baby. I bleed ink.”

“I could bleed oil if I wanted,” Treacle put in, “that or syrup depending on where they hit me. Also, I included a secret door that also leads to the sorting chamber. It won’t matter if they use the stairs under the pedestal or the secret door. It matters to us, however, because resetting the claw bowl is a pain.”

“Agreed,” Logan said. “No, I think we’re ready. I think this is going to work. This Lou Shador guy is facing us at our very best. We’ve never been tougher.”

They’d been working hard, but none of them were tired. Because they’d saved up every bit of Apothos for basically five rooms—five levels of the Fungal Candy Clown Caterpillar Slam Fest, which in some ways used the logic of the very first dungeon that they’d designed together during their first-year finals.

Like in that dungeon, Treacle’s sorting chamber was going to be the key to their victory.

Their guardian forms stood in the fake inner sanctum of MothalMania XXXIX, but their core gems were circling around the real pedestal five levels down at the heart of the F-Triple-C Slam Fest. They could feel every inch of the ridiculousness they had created, so they would know if someone arrived near any of the entrances up in the coliseum.

They had some time.

Logan shared some schematics. “Okay, guys. Now that we have a little downtime, I’d like to go over my Spore Halo improvements. These are the last of my Jade Leaf upgrades.”

<<<>>>

Pollinic Affliction: As an Azure Branch cultivator, the fungaloid’s pollen will swamp the eyes, nose, and lungs of their enemies. This cloud of spores has the possibility of disabling or even killing.

Pollinic Affliction A-Class Settings:

66% chance of causing moderate to severe shortness of breath

33% chance of causing partial blindness

15% chance of anaphylactic shock

10% chance of mortal sneezing

<<<>>>

Marko’s only comment was, “I thought these were your Jade Butt upgrades. You did say you have a green butt under your robes.”

Treacle’s voice barely hid his weary sigh. “You could’ve made a joke about mortal sneezing. But no. You went for the butt joke.”

Marko seemed mystified. “Who’s joking?”

“Ignore the goat and keep going, Logan,” Inga directed, clearly exasperated at Marko’s antics.

<<<>>>

Athlete’s Infection: Release a burst of spores that causes severe burning between the toes and along the soles of your enemy’s feet. This isn’t your typical case of locker room foot fungus—oh no. Athlete’s Infection combines both Athlete’s Foot and Athlete’s Ailment to necrotize flesh fast. Those raiders won’t have a foot to stand on!

Athlete’s Infection A-Class Settings:

66% chance of causing burning and itching on any dungeoneer with toes. Any normal foot odor will be doubled, much to the embarrassment of the raider.

33% chance of causing minor foot damage to any dungeoneer wearing any sort of footwear. All infections must be healed or otherwise taken care of. We suggest long soaks in Epsom salts. Or run the dungeon in bare feet. We dare you.

10% chance of full flesh damage. All necrotic flesh must be removed, the fresh skin healed, or those suffering from Athlete’s Infection will die from septic shock.

<<<>>>

Marko stomped his hooves. “See? No feet to worry about. Only durable protein keratin!”

Inga had some thoughts, however. “This is remarkable, Logan. This would force raiders to utilize heal spells to fix the feet of their comrades. Perhaps even more remarkable, their foot odor might be very demoralizing.”

“Agreed, feet are stupid,” Marko added.

“That’s only the tip of the fungaloid mushroom colony,” Logan said, pulling up another one of his newest abilities.

<<<>>>

Other A-Class Spore Halos

Psychedelic Spores: If inhaled, Psychedelic Spores can hijack the senses and sentience of unlucky dungeoneers, causing a variety of disturbing phenomena including the “Dude, I can’t stop looking at my hand” effect, or the, “What does the color red sound like” phenomena.

Psychedelic Spores A-Class Settings:

66% chance of dizziness, disorientation, and minor loss of equilibrium.

33% chance of both visual and audial hallucinations of varying degrees of severity. Multiple targets affected. Each victim will experience their own personal nightmare.

15% chance of experiencing Bad Trip, which causes full-fledged terror to take hold of the target until the spores wear off. There is no fighting the effect—only flight or freeze are options for those suffering from Bad Trip.

<<<>>>

Marko wrinkled his nose. “What does it say about me that I’m basically dizzy and disoriented most of the time? I thought it was just the bathroom cleaner fumes. Are you poisoning me, Logan Murray?”

Logan laughed. “Nope. I save them for my enemies.”

Inga nodded. “At S-Class, Logan might be able to control the hallucinations of those enemies. There’s even been stories about fungal lords being able to create whole realities out of hallucinations.”

“That would certainly explain how weird this reality is,” Treacle said with a crunch of wheat and a sigh.

Marko snapped his fingers. “Get to the drugs, man. Get to the drugs.”

Logan got to the drugs.

<<<>>>

Narcotic Spores: If inhaled, these spores cause creatures to experience a brief bout of Euphoria, slowing their reaction time and making them far less inclined to aggressive action. In some cases, victims will lose all motivation to do anything but listen to music and talk about the latest conspiracy theory from Emerick “The Warning Bell” Bellsman.

Narcotic Spores A-Class Settings:

66% chance of minor intoxication including but not limited to slurred speech, the desire to operate large vehicles, the desire to make large life-altering decisions, dizziness, pacifism, and intense “groovy” feelings.

33% chance of severe procrastination. Motivation will disappear. Victims will simply want to sit down to talk about the meaning of life, the nature of reality, or the fury of angry ducks. Conversations usually lead to a nice long nap. The nap might come first depending on a number of factors, narcolepsy being one of them.

15% chance of Agaric Addiction. Victims will become a willing servant of the fungal lord in order to get another round of spores. There is nothing that the Agaric Addict won’t do to get their next hit.

<<<>>>

Marko frowned. “Drugs don’t seem that much fun. I’m glad I don’t do drugs. I just drink myself blind, but that’s okay, right?”

Inga seemed confused. “Blindness, or partial blindness, is an aspect of Pollinic Affliction. Or are you talking about Liverkill?”

“Liverkill,” Logan said. “I keep my spores under control.”

Treacle waved a stick of grass at the goat man. “You have been drinking less. You might not like to admit it, but we are a good influence on you.”

Marko shot the pink minotaur a finger gun. “Totally a good influence and I don’t care who knows it.”

Before anyone could respond, Logan and his friends felt a presence in the coliseum above. It wasn’t a raider but another dungeon guardian.

Yullis Rockheart strode across the sands. He called down into one of the many entrances up top. “Hello to you of the Terrible Twelfth. It’s your rector prime. I’m coming down to give you some disturbing news, so don’t attack me, or I will be extremely displeased.”

Treacle stepped away from them. “I’ll go and escort him down.” The pink minotaur vanished in the blink of an eye, using his Maze Walk ability to teleport up to the sands.

It wasn’t long before Treacle and Yullis walked into the fake sanctum.

Rockheart was a bit sweaty, and Logan didn’t think it was from his journey. The well-dressed gargoyle took a silk handkerchief out of his pocket and wiped a bit of perspiration off his stony brow. “Really,” he said flatly, eyeing the ramshackle inner sanctuary. “This can’t be your best work. Why are you all acting ridiculous when the fate of this world lies in the balance? Have we completely failed in your training?”

Logan stepped up to the professor. “I know how it looks, but you need to trust us here. We do have a plan.”

“You’d better,” the gargoyle griffin growled, “because your very lives will depend on it. I’ve come to inform you that Wintersylver is dead, her Celestial Node has been lost, and Lou Shador is ascending to S-Class as we speak. You’ll be facing your first Heartwood Cultivator. I am not hopeful that you’ll survive.”


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE
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Logan and his friends were speechless. The only sound was the roar of fans as the tube men flopped and flailed about.

Suddenly, the MothalMania XXXIX dungeon seemed like the worst kind of mistake.

Marko then let out a hoot of absolute triumph. “We win! Automatically, we win! We are freakin’ champions! Who’s the best? We’re the best.” He lifted a furry hand for a high five.

No one responded.

The satyr winced. “Sorry. That dragon lady is dead. Super sad. Admittedly, she was mean in a passive-aggressive kind of way. On the one hand, super sad. On the other? The pressure is off. We kill this Lou Shador character and his Glow Brigade, and we’re in the veritable catbird seat. Why are they called the Glow Brigade? Do they all use face cream to bring out their inner vitality?”

Logan had his theories, but he couldn’t confirm them just yet. He wanted to actually see Lou Shador and his team in action before he weighed in. “But I don’t understand, Professor. We never thought that Shador would hit Wintersylver. We thought they were working together. Wasn’t she the leak?”

“It does seem she was,” Rockheart said with a shrug. “But that didn’t save her in the end. We watched the whole thing. Shador and those women blew through her dungeon like it was… What did you call your ridiculous store-bought atrocity above us?”

“MothalMania XXXIX,” Logan answered, chin raised.

The rector prime looked equally perplexed and annoyed. “Why thirty-nine? Did you have thirty-eight other dungeons that were even worse?”

Logan wasn’t about to go into the history of WrestleMania. “Suffice to say, I think Lou Shador might have ties to Uroth. It’s an Earth thing. But why didn’t the other dungeon cores come in to help Wintersylver? If you saw what was happening, couldn’t you have used the BYE portal to get to her?”

Rockheart looked momentarily disgusted with himself. “It would’ve invalidated the contest. And you all knew the risks when you agreed to attend the finals. The goat fool is right about one thing—if you survive Lou Shador, you will win the tournament. There are a lot of donor dollars, product endorsements, a whole variety of fame, riches, and fortune for us. This contest is big business, and no one wants to see it come to a halt, even if it is incredibly dangerous for everyone involved.”

Logan couldn’t believe this was happening. He’d wanted to wipe out Shador and then throw that in Wintersylver’s face. That wasn’t possible now. They were once again facing down an enemy with superior power. There was a good chance that Shador’s team had also ranked up. It was too late to redo their dungeon.

“He’s on his way, isn’t he?” Logan asked.

“He is,” the gargoyle griffin agreed solemnly.

“You’re going to stay and help us, right?” Loan knew the answer the minute the question popped out of his mouth.

Rockheart grimaced. “Why would I stay and die? Or let you poison me with your strange fungal infection? I’m not one of your cronies.” He sighed. “And even if I wanted to help, that would also invalidate the competition. Not only would we be disqualified, but such a violation would cost us in ad revenue and sponsorships in the future—not to mention all the fines that would be levied against the school.

“No, it wouldn’t be prudent, especially not with all the financial issues the school is having—as Ms. Therian can attest. For better or worse, you are on your own. Your fate is in your hands, as is ours. I suspect you will likely perish, which is unfortunate for you and me both. Honestly, I wish I hadn’t spent so much time with you. All that training was a monumental waste of my effort. Perhaps I should’ve known. Needless to say, this turn of events is very discouraging. You’ve seen my office. You know I only like to back winners. This will be a blow to me and my record.”

“But we’re literally going to die,” Logan pointed out.

“Perhaps not,” Inga sputtered. But her antennae told a different story. They’d never been droopier.

Treacle wasn’t chewing, not his wheat sticks nor his cud. He stood there, blinking like a heifer in a rainstorm.

Marko laughed. “But now is the time for Skip to come to the rescue, right? You’d hang us out to dry, Yullis, but not our friend and absentee headmaster, Skip Shadowcroft. If we’re dead, we can’t do wonderful things.”

Rockheart shook his head. “The headmaster does care about you all, and he is gutted that he can’t help you. He sent me here to warn you, and even interfering that much is walking a fine line, which could force us to forfeit the victory. At first, I balked at the notion because I understand the donor dollars involved, but, in truth, I do have some small affection for you four. I have been cruel to you in the past, and I owed you this at the very least.”

“Like that time you tried to kill us?” Logan asked, getting angry. “Or the time you tried to have Chadrigoth kill us?”

The rector prime nodded. “Both times, actually. Then there were the various training sessions where I tore you limb from limb. The slate has been wiped clean now, however. We are even. As for the headmaster, there is the audit, you know, and it’s at a critical phase. If you do survive this, Ms. Therian, we’ll need you in the headmaster’s office the minute you return.”

“I do not believe I can do that, sir,” the Mothress whispered. “Perhaps we should let Lou Shador kill us. Death might not be as bad as taxes.”

Rockheart pulled out an envelope. “The headmaster did send you a note. It’s been signed by all of the professors. Except for me. I didn’t have time to read it, but I’m sure I agree with its sentiments. It will be a rousing missive, I have no doubt.”

Marko’s brightened a bit. “Did Arketa sign it? I mean, I know she and I have had this will-they or won’t-they thing going on for a while now. It’s, uh, kind of awkward talking to you about it, actually.”

“Not at all,” Rockheart growled. “There was no drama there. She did sign it. Also, a word of warning. No other student is allowed to come and help you. There were any number of volunteers.”

“GK and Nemoy?” Marko asked, smiling.

That smile became a frown when the rector prime didn’t answer right away.

Rockheart cleared this throat. “No. But Tet-Akhat was especially adamant about coming to your rescue. We can’t have that. If you do somehow manage to survive, we need for it to be a clear victory that can’t be disputed. There were also these strange mushroom people that wanted to lend you aid. The whole of them looked like something you would scrape off the bottom of a shoe. We had to restrain them, especially the one known as Yeez Tee.”

Logan’s heart dropped into his fungal digestion pit. Poor Yeez. This would totally mess that guy up, and just when he’d made so much progress.

Rockheart gave them a final salute. “I will take my leave. I wish you luck. While I am disappointed, I must say that you four have been the most promising dungeon guardians I’ve ever had the pleasure of dealing with. Make that three guardians. Not you, Marko. Never you.”

The gargoyle griffin turned and walked past the dancing tube men and into the trapped stairwell. When the DIY centipedes fell on him, he cursed, but kept right on walking.

Logan couldn’t suppress the bitter laughter that bubbled up. “Even at the end, Rockheart believes in survival of the fittest. Well, there is no way we’re winning this.” Logan went over and regarded the claw bowl. It seemed like the essence of dumb at this point. “You guys should go. There is no reason for all of us to die. I have my Mycotic Shambles now. I’ll front-load the top level, and then I’ll be down there, ringside, to protect the pedestal. I’ll release the Symbiotic bond.”

No one said anything for a long time.

Finally, Marko broke the tense silence with a loud exhale. Instead of talking, he used their telepathy. <Rockheart is just upset that I was only a few months from stealing Arketa from him. One thing we gotta do before this Shador character shows up is reset the centipede trap. I spent a lot of time working on it. At least five minutes.>

“Didn’t you hear?” Logan asked. “It’s over. You three need to go. Now. Before it’s too late. I can’t ask you all to die for me, especially when our chances of winning are so close to zero.”

Marko chuckled and offered him a sly grin. <You’ve got to lay off the Demon Fingers, bro. We’re not going anywhere.>

<Never.> Inga had a little smile on her face.

Treacle stamped a candy cane-striped hoof and spouted haiku. <One common spirit. Friendship forged in the fires of adversity. Our esprit de corp.> He paused. <It’s bad haiku. But it conveys my feelings. I will not leave you. Not any of you.>

<Are you guys sure?> Logan asked, fungaloid brow furrowed.

Inga waved away his question. <We might live in a multiverse, with an infinite number of worlds and possibilities, but there is no reality in which we have left you here. We are the Terrible Twelfth. Now, hush and read the note. I want to know if Bart signed it.> This time, she didn’t correct herself and say Professor Nekhbet.

Logan opened the envelope and unfolded the thick parchment.

Dear Logan Murray and the brave dungeon guardians of the Terrible Twelfth,

We have never been prouder of you. We have never had more faith in you. While you live, you can do wonderful things. All four of you—with the exception of Inga Thosa Therian, who has always been superior—have overcome a legion of difficulties. This is but one more. You will win. You will make the Shadowcroft Academy of Dungeons proud. We will celebrate your victory and the end of the year in style. And yes, you will all live to graduate next year.

You have our utmost respect and our absolute faith!

Sincerely,

Skip Shadowcroft and all of the faculty, staff and students

It was signed by everyone—except for Rockheart, Jimi Magmarty, and Lady Elesiel. That wasn’t surprising. Of course the biggest signature of all was Professor Suresh the Merciful, Omniscient, and Omnipotent.

Inga was radiant. <Bart did sign it.>

Professor Bartholomew Nekhbet’s signature was small and very formal, like the bird man himself.

Logan teared up a bit. Until he saw what was written underneath Professor JJ Kobold’s name—All this drama is really going to help me renegotiate the residuals for Threat Level Scarlet. Thanks for helping out with the screenplay!

Logan had to shake his head. Why wasn’t he surprised that Kobold’s first name was JJ?

The fungaloid tried to roll up and fold the signature parchment, but he’d always been terrible at origami.

Inga helped out. <The note was a very sweet gesture. However, I’m wondering why Marko switched to telepathy.>

All eyes turned on the satyr.

Marko looked a bit sheepish for being a goat man. <I wasn’t kidding when I said I have commitment issues. After Logan said our bond was going to be permanent, I just… Well, I kind of freaked out. The idea of being tied down. It all just felt so permanent. And it was moving so fast and everyone else was so excited about it. Except me. But I didn’t want to bring anyone down. I just needed some space to sort of process, you know? But now? Now I know that this is right. It feels right. You three are the best friends I’ve ever had. By the drunken god’s bad liver, we’re more than friends. We’re family. GK and Nemoy might not be here to die with you all, but I certainly am.”

Inga gave the satyr a big hug, then stepped back and held him at arm’s length. <I do not believe we are doomed. I do have questions about our strategy, but I don’t think defeating Shador is impossible, even if he has ascended. But we need to be smart, and we need to decide right now whether or not we abandon our initial plan.>

Logan didn’t think so, but before he could answer, Treacle took out a fresh stick of wrapped wheat. <No,> he sent after a long pause. <Lou Shador’s ascension will only help us. He’ll waltz through MothalMania XXXIX and think we’re idiots. By the time he hits the sorting chamber, it’ll be too late. As long as he stays overconfident, I think our plan will still come together. He’s tough, but we are tougher.>

<Bring it in,> Marko said. He stuck out a furry hand. <We’re going to do that sports thing where we put our hands together. We’re going to use our new powers and we’re going to win this. I’m wearing a jaunty beret. How can we lose?>

Logan loved his friends. They all put their hands on Marko’s. Then they all shouted, “Esprit de corps!”

This was going to be the fight of their lives. But they weren’t dead yet.

A second later, a new presence joined them in the fake sanctum. Logan smelled Axe body spray and a faint whiff of sulfur.

Demonic hooves crunched on the bare stone.

A familiar, handsome blue face smiled at them.

It was Chadrigoth Nobleblade, though he’d undergone some dramatic changes since the last time they’d seen him. Spiky, pearl-white armor, crafted from gleaming bone, covered his muscled frame. A blue halo of fire hung suspended between his curved horns while more ghostly blue light leaked between the crevices of his formidable armor. His wings were made of shadow, and he radiated an aura of darkness that seemed to rebuke the presence of the light. Chadrigoth had gone away a plucky, fresh-faced abyss lord and come back as a seasoned Ascended Torment Lord.

“Don’t suppose you all have room for one more?” he asked, a grin stretching across a mouth filled with too many fangs.


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX
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It wasn’t fifteen minutes later that the Terrible Twelfth—five strong now—felt a Hell-Oh Portal open on the sands of the crumbling coliseum. Lou Shador and his Glow Brigade had finally arrived, and they’d come ready to rumble.

Logan—both core and guardian form—stood alone in the F-Triple-C Slam Fest’s true inner sanctum. The guardian forms of the rest of his friends, including the newly ascended Chadrigoth, were already positioned on their levels of the dungeon. Even with Chadrigoth, they were likely outmatched and outgunned, but their odds were now better than hopeless. Logan was more than a little surprised that the abyss lord had emerged from his rocky cocoon in time to participate, but according to Chadrigoth the timing was no accident.

It was a godsend.

After stepping aside to let Logan compete in the tournament, Chadrigoth had experienced a genuine spiritual revelation. He’d realized the purpose of serving as a guardian form was just that: to be of service. To be of service to the school, to his friends, and most importantly of all, to the Tree of Souls that sustained the multiverse. While swaddled away in his cocoon, he’d meditated on that singular truth, connecting with the tree in a way that let him experience the vastness of reality. As his consciousness spread outward, touching the edges of creation, he’d finally gained the perspective necessary to overcome his own self-doubt and deeply rooted insecurities.

Lou Shador’s ascension had changed all that.

While communing with the Tree of Souls, Chadrigoth had felt a ripple go out, like a boulder tossed into the endless, still waters of a peaceful lake. But then the ripple morphed into something else. Something worse. It wasn’t a stone thrown carelessly into a pond. No, it was a spark igniting an unstoppable wildfire. Lou Shador was an existential danger to the universe itself, but also to Logan and the Terrible Twelfth. Although Chadrigoth had been hesitant to leave the peaceful embrace of the cocoon, he knew his job was to serve.

And so, he emerged.

It was a beautiful story. Marko wept openly as the newly evolved Ascended Torment Lord spoke. Logan appreciated the sacrifice and the sentiment, but the one thing he couldn’t understand was why Chadrigoth was being allowed to help them. He’d previously bonded with Tet-Akhat, yet she hadn’t been given a pass to lend them aid.

So why Chadrigoth?

Rockheart—and a good portion of Shadowcroft’s faculty—hadn’t wanted the demon lord to get involved, but strictly speaking they couldn’t stop him. It seemed Chadrigoth’s involvement was a bit of a gray area. Chadrigoth had originally qualified to participate in the tournament, there were no rules expressly stating that he couldn’t continue his involvement in the process.

Yes, he’d stepped aside to let Logan compete, but his name was still technically listed on the roster of backup tournament candidates. Chadrigoth couldn’t form his own dungeon. However, since he’d previously bonded with Logan the year before, that demonstrated a pattern of behavior that could arguably justify his inclusion in the final event. Honestly, it was a brilliant and elegant bit of legal jujitsu that Shadowcroft himself had devised and submitted to the board of the Department of Universal Dungeon Efficiency.

The Department would have to examine the case and issue a ruling. They’d called an emergency meeting, but by the time they passed down their decree on the matter, the tournament would be over one way or the other.

Logan pushed thoughts of Chadrigoth and the bureaucratic red tape that had saved their butts to the back of his mind. Right now, he needed focus. Lou Shador was the most dangerous threat they’d faced by far, and his Glow Brigade was not to be underestimated.

<Okay, team, the bad guys are here,> Logan sent. <We have at least twenty minutes before they hit the fake sanctum. It’s going to be longer, though, because they don’t know that they’re not in a real dungeon.>

<It is a real dungeon,> Marko protested. <My centipede trap is going to scare them to death. Glad I reset it.> The satyr then switched gears. <Just putting the final touches on the clown level of our F-Triple-C Slam Fest. And we can’t be the Terrible Twelfth anymore because we have a member from outside our cohort. How about the Quaint Quint?>

Chadrigoth responded immediately. <I’m trying to keep an open mind when it comes to idiots, morons, and ne’er-do-wells. However, bro, if you insist on the Quaint Quint, I will leave. How about the Friendly Five?>

<We’re not exactly being friendly,> Inga sent from her level of the Slam Fest. <We are actively trying to murder the people coming into our elaborate death trap.>

Treacle’s grunts came over loud and clear. <Murder is such an ugly word. We’re not killing them. We’re defending our dungeon. If they happen to get in the way, then that’s on them.> Treacle was at the top level, directly below the sorting chamber. <Five of them. Five of us. This will certainly be interesting. I suppose we could be the Fearsome Five. Or is that too on the nose?>

They went back and forth, but Logan didn’t offer any suggestions. Possible names included the Freaky Five, Five Finger Hate Punch, A Handful of Horrors, the Curious Quintuplets, Logan’s Lackeys—which no one liked at all—and Chadrigoth’s Cheeseheads, which didn’t even make sense, but the alliteration was good at least.

Eventually, Logan was able to tune them out. Especially once he caught his first glance of Lou Shador in the flesh. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

For the first time, the dungeoneer had the cowl of his cloak flung back. His face was covered by a luchador mask. And he was eating one of those Mexican popsicles. He was a paunchy wrestler, kinda hairy, with a definite muffin top hanging over the sides of his brightly colored spandex leotard. His wrists were taped. His wrestling boots were pristine white. He was literally a luchador wrestler.

It had been there in front of their faces the entire time.

This had to be a joke. There was no way this was the S-Class dungeoneer coming to destroy them. Except, Logan could feel the energy radiating off the man, and there was no mistaking or denying his power.

Cruelli DeKill was their roller derby archer in heavy armor, except she wore a very twenty-first-century crash helmet. Take away the dungeoneering trappings, and she could’ve been a woman at your local derby arena in San Francisco.

The Grand Jester was obviously a bad medieval Harley Quinn cosplay—just throw in a huge mace painted in her signature colors—while Hawt Tawpic could’ve been a twenty-year-old mall crawler. Such big jeans—Jinco Jeans for sure—so many chains, and enough emo makeup to black out the sun.

The real mystery was Edna of the Three Rings. From all appearances, she seemed to be a meek girl in sensible shoes, khaki slacks, and a largish off-green cardigan over a white blouse buttoned up to her neck. She clutched a three-ring notebook to her chest. She was definitely the “before” girl in an ugly duckling teen movie.

But Logan had to remind himself that looks could be deceiving. These were the same evil dungeoneers that had killed Wintersylver with ease. Every single one of them was at least B-Class, if not A, and Shador was now an S-Class Heartwood Cultivator.

Shador’s betrayal must’ve been a bitter pill for Wintersylver to swallow. Well, play with the luchador and get body-slammed. Or so the old saying went.

<Logan?> Inga sent. <Are you okay?>

<Yeah. It’s just… these guys are from Earth. Or they spent time on Earth. He’s a luchador… That’s a kind of Mexican wrestler.>

<It’s genius!> Marko burst out. He was positioned on the second level of the dungeon, ready to face off with the Grand Jester. <Lou Shador is an anagram for luchador!>

<Not genius,> Treacle sent, <not an anagram. It’s a homophone. And not a very good one because it’s rather obvious.>

Logan groaned as he finally put the pieces together and figured out what the Glow Brigade stood for. <Gorgeous Ladies of Wrestling. The Glow Brigade. That’s an acronym, Marko.> It had literally been there in front of their faces the entire time. How could they have missed something so obvious? And so obviously stupid? He sighed. Maybe that was a question better left unanswered.

<Let’s cut the chatter,> Inga sent from the third level. <It looks like they are about to enter our Party City dungeon. Best we prepare ourselves.> If things went well in the sorting chamber, Inga would fight Edna of the Three Rings in a battle of schoolgirl versus schoolgirl.

<Agreed.> Chadrigoth was on the fourth level. <Let’s protect the Tree of Souls with peace, love, and most importantly, violence.> He’d be facing Hawt Tawpic. Who better to fight a goth than a demon?

Logan was surprised that the Torment Lord hadn’t insisted on protecting the inner sanctum itself. That was Logan’s job, though he was hopeful that by the end, he wouldn’t have to fight Lou Shador alone. In direct combat, even with his A-Class abilities, he wasn’t as powerful as the others.

With Chadrigoth, they had two Jade Leaf cultivator cores. They had a chance. Especially since they were going up against Mr. Muffin Top and his gorgeous ladies of wrestling.

Logan watched as knock-off Harley Quinn bopped down one set of stairs before waltzing over to another. She came back out and told her boss the news. “I think they all lead to the same hallway, Mr. S. But you’re not gonna believe what these morons have for us to fight.”

“Yeah, sister, don’t matter one bit,” Lou Shador growled. “Lou Shador and his Glow Brigade are here to break cores. Not just one, not just two, not just three, NO! We’re gonna get four cores. Maybe you sisters will ascend a little. Oh yeah!”

Edna pushed her glasses up her nose. “I hope so, Mr. Shador. I’m hoping a good ascension will help with my allergies. There sure is a lot of pollen in the air.” She coughed some and then took a deep pull from her inhaler.

She had to be in the wrong place and with the wrong people. Logan knew she was the magical support for the group, and he had an understanding of her basic abilities, but she looked so innocent and dorky. What was her backstory? He couldn’t think about how Edna might be simply naïve. Innocent or not, she was traveling with people who would kill Logan and his friends without a second thought.

“Okay, people, let’s kill some monsters!” Cruelli DeKill shouted and went skating around the sand. Those had to be some magical roller skates to glide through that grit.

Shador started down the steps, followed by Cruelli, then Hawt, with Edna of the Three Rings bringing up the rear. She seemed to be reading from her notebook.

When Shador came to the hallway full of paper spiders, he frowned. “Those ain’t real bugs. This smells like a trap. Cruelli, light ’em up.”

A single fire arrow cleared the entire corridor.

The Grand Jester danced down through the ash, flames, and smoke. She’d magicked up a gas mask, which was painted with bright clown colors.

<I’m in love,> Marko whispered. <I know I’m supposed to take her out, but how can I? She’s an angel!>

<You can do better,> Chadrigoth sent. <Believe me, you don’t want to get stuck in a loveless relationship. I’m so glad I met you guys. There’s so much love in this dungeon.>

Logan didn’t know about that, but he did know that Shador was moving slowly. “This can’t be what they have for us. No way, sisters, and no how. Won’t be long before we’ll be dodging traps, mashing monsters, and chewing bubblegum. And we’re all out of bubblegum.>

Marko sighed. <I love him and his muffin top.>

The Grand Jester, though, knew the real score. “I don’t know, Mr. S. I think it’s all just decorations. It’s like that one festival of the dead on Uroth. Helloween.”

<Actually, that’s an old German power metal band,> Logan mused.

Shador stood in the entrance corridor, scowling. “Can’t just be decorations, sister! This fungaloid is tricky. Best if we take it slow!”

“We can,” Edna said. “This is the last stop in our itinerary today. First, kill Wintersylver. Next, kill Logan Murray. Before we do, though, I’d like to talk to him about his hand lotion. Since he’s a Colorado native, he might have something that can help me with my dry skin.”

“No talking. Just killing,” Shador growled.

“Oh my god, I’m so bored!” Hawt complained. “Let’s go already. I’m like, so over this.”

They slowly crept through MothalMania XXXIX, but when they got to the graveyard cavern, Marko did his stuff. He threw his voice around the room, mimicking the echo of an announcer. “You’ve seen the rest, now you’re going to see the best! Welcome, welcome, welcome, to MothalMania XXXIX! You are lucky to have made it this far, but will you discover MothalMania’s secrets? Who is the best? Who is the brightest? Who can survive?”

That last word echoed around and around, bouncing off the walls and ceiling.

Edna flipped a page in her notebook. “Last I checked, there were thirty-eight WrestleManias back on Uroth. This does suggest that Logan Murray knows that you are, in fact, a luchador, Mr. Shador. It could be that this has all been a ruse. This Inga Thosa Therian could’ve researched us, since she was originally an Okitori from Toriopa. That is a mountainous world with an assortment of very impressive libraries. If Therian is as thorough as her reputation suggests, she might’ve customized this dungeon, or at least the next part of it, to kill each of us in very specific ways.”

“Don’t matter, won’t matter!” Shador roared, thumping a fist against his chest. The power of the blow sent a ripple through his pudgy muffin top. “Oh yeah, we’re gonna stick together and not get tricked.”

<Oh, they’ll get tricked,> Marko said.

Inga, though, sounded worried. <I don’t know. Edna already figured us out. We simply have to hope that the sorting chamber works. If it doesn’t, we could be in real trouble…>

<Keep hope alive,> Chadrigoth encouraged. <Logan, I’m almost done with my level. Can you keep them distracted a bit longer?>

<No problem.> Logan dropped the fake walls in the graveyard cavern.

He and his friends had gone all out and bought fifty remote control plushy moths, which was easily the most expensive part of their dungeon. At nineteen gold pieces a pop, that was nearly a thousand coins worth of toys. Marko did get a bulk discount and he got free shipping.

Treacle-made fans blew the remote-controlled moths into the room, but the toys couldn’t actually fly, just scuttle about. They crawled around aimlessly, looking adorable and entirely unthreatening. Treacle had reconfigured them to move on their own, though there was no discernible pattern.

Edna emitted an “eek” and ran over and jumped on Shador’s back.

The wrestler was disgusted. “Dammit, sister, they won’t hurt us. They’re just toys!” He stomped on a fuzzy moth, obliterating it immediately.

Jester giggled and went around kicking the moths and bashing them with her mace. She destroyed a bunch of the gravestones as well.

Cruelli skated through the chaos until she found the wide steps leading down. With her bow, she tapped the ceiling.

All of Marko’s fake centipedes came falling out. “This place is bogus. I’m wondering if there’s a real dungeon here at all. Maybe this whole thing was a ruse and they’re actually off-world entirely.”

Shador set Edna on her feet.

The nerdy girl was clearly embarrassed. “Sorry, while I don’t suffer from lepidopterophobia, the toy insects did surprise me. I will cling to my dignity.” She sniffed and readjusted her glasses. “I believe that there is a dungeon, but we haven’t found it yet. And the minute we let our guard down, we’ll stumble upon the real danger.”

Shador strode forward. “Then let’s find the real danger, sister. ’Cause I’m losing my patience with this dumb place. I ain’t gonna take it slow no more.”

“That would be a mistake!” Edna said in a singsong voice.

Shador grinned. “If I’ve made one mistake, I’ve made two.” He reached into his cloak and pulled out another popsicle.

In the fake sanctum, Shador ripped apart a tube man with a single hand. Cruelli rolled in and destroyed the other with a fire arrow. “This is garbage.”

The Grand Jester skipped and twirled through the room, took a look at the claw bowl and Christmas ornaments, and then lifted the pedestal a bit to see the spiral staircase drilling down into the earth like a corkscrew.

The claw immediately activated and mashed the ornaments down into the bowl. A mechanical voice intoned, “Happy Halloween.”

Jester rolled her eyes and went right to the place in the wall hiding the secret door. “Ha, Mr. S! There’s a metal staircase under the pedestal, but we oughtta prolly not go that way, since that’s what the monsties want. There’s a secret door that might be fun.”

Shador lost control and drove a foot into the Googazon boxes. The claw bowl went flying. Any surviving ornaments crashed onto the floor. A piece of Duck Tape clung to his bootheel, and he ripped it off with a snarl. But when he saw the staircase, he smiled. “Let’s get to the real fun now. ’Cause I’m with Hawt Tawpic. This is boring.”

“So boring,” their big-jeaned healer agreed. “Let’s take the secret passageway, shall we? Because that ladder feels like such a trap.”

“I wish,” Jester spouted. “No traps are anywhere! But I’m gonna find one.”

“Wait!” Shador roared.

“Too late!” Jester danced over and was halfway down the spiral staircase that lay under the ruined pedestal.

Shador and the rest of the party followed.

Treacle sounded nervous. <This is it. The sorting chamber. Either the staircase or the secret passageway would work.>

Logan had to smile. The sorting chamber was also known as the tailgate room. He sent out a message. <It’s gonna work. The design is perfect. We just need to be ready when it does, because that’s when things are going to get interesting.>

Jester emerged from the spiral staircase in a bigger room than the others, and she faced a whole room full of Marko’s mannequins. They were arranged in an eerie, motionless tableau. A few were barbecuing. Others sat on folding chairs next to coolers. More were perched on the tailgates of trucks, like they were outside Mile-High Stadium and it was the middle of Bronco season.

Jester tilted her head and wrinkled her nose. “Hey? What’s goin’ on here?”

Edna adjusted her glasses. “This appears to be the first real room of the dungeon. If I’m not mistaken, this was crafted by the satyr—half man, half goat, all idiot. Still, I would proceed with extreme caution, for these mannequins might not be as inert as they seem.”

“Good!” Shador yelled. “That means I’ll finally get to fight something, sister. Oh yeah! My Action Sense is going off, but I don’t freakin’ care. What’s the use of being a Heartwood Cultivator if you can’t do what you want, when you want?”

<Man, I love that guy,> Marko sent with a sigh.

It was time to trigger the trap. Like they’d predicted, Shador truly didn’t care what happened next as long as he got to rumble.

Logan started things off. <Edna’s standing on the trapdoor. Let’s grab her first. Maybe we can talk some sense into her.>

Treacle activated the first trap. The floor dropped open underneath the nerdy girl’s feet like a yawning mouth, and she went sliding down a slick tube.

At the same time, Treacle threw a lever and the entire room lurched and tilted to a sixty-five degree angle.

Cruelli went sliding backward and right into a swiveling wall, which whisked her down one level to face Treacle.

Ever the lucky one, Jester leapt onto a truck to keep from falling. That’s when Marko’s mannequins sprang to life. They swarmed her en masse and pulled her into the truck, which didn’t have seats. The interior was just one massive chute that would transport her to Marko’s level.

Treacle had one last surprise to offer.

“The eyes can deceive,” the minotaur said, his words booming through the chamber. “The floor, a trap most wicked. Time to meet your end.”

It was runic haiku at its finest.

At first, the idea behind runic haiku had seemed absurd to Logan, but once Treacle explained it, he saw it for the pure genius it was. The caster inscribed a complex series of interconnected runes—almost like lines of code creating a basic program—and each rune was, in turn, then connected to a spoken syllable. When activated, all of the individual runes worked together to unleash a powerful chain of magical effects, which were far greater than the sum of their individual parts. But it was important that the spell wasn’t accidentally activated before its appointed time by an ill-timed word from a careless tongue.

The solution? The runes were daisy-chained together. Linked. Hence the haiku. The short poem acted as a quick, easy to remember spoken spell trigger that no one would accidentally recite.

The entire room rumbled and bucked, and jagged golden runes swam through the air. A heartbeat later, the floor dissolved into nothing but a fine, choking powder. Meanwhile, all of the objects scattered throughout the room—the trucks, the barbecues, the chairs, the coolers, and all the mannequins—floated in midair thanks to Marko’s Gravitatious Clownocity.

The floor twisted into a descending stone tunnel that should’ve dropped Shador into an enormous underground digestion pit, filled with razor-tipped spikes and enough acid to eat through an M1 Abrams Tank. Logan didn’t expect the digestion pit to kill Lou Shador—he was an S-Class Cultivator—but the hope was that it would keep him busy for just long enough for the others to separate and defeat the rest of the Glow Brigade. Then, once Shador’s crew was dispatched, Logan and the rest of his friends could lay a tag-team smackdown on the wrestler.

Unfortunately, that didn’t happen.

Shador’s wrist wrap tentacles lashed out like striking whips and latched onto one of the big side mirrors jutting off the truck, saving him from tumbling down. He hung there for a long moment, suspended in midair.

Marko had planned for that. The heads of his mannequins started exploding, popping off and filling the room with smoke and debris.

Shador was almost knocked loose, but at the last minute, he whisked off his cloak and threw it underneath him. It hung there, suspended, like a flying carpet. “Nice trap, brothers and sisters, but you’re dealing with an S-Class hombre. Let’s see what’s down a level.”

Shador then dropped down into his cloak. He vanished and appeared on Treacle’s level, where Cruelli DeKill would soon be rolling out to meet him.

<You’re on, Treacle,> Logan sent.

<Wish me luck!> the minotaur sent. < Do you all remember your trigger haiku?>

<As if I could ever forget!> Marko yelled. <And don’t worry, if things get dire, you have my Crazy Clown Posse ready to back you up!>

Logan couldn’t help but be excited to see the CCP in action. And he’d actually be able to watch some of the action for a change because unlike the others, he was the only guardian without a raider to face.


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN
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Since Marko was busy squaring off against the Grand Jester on the third level, Logan took over announcing responsibilities. A wired microphone descended from the ceiling far above, lost in the fluorescent lights. In his best “Mean” Gene Okerlund voice, he shouted into the microphone clutched in his four-fingered fungal hand. “Welcome! Welcome! Welcome to the first ever, the inaugural, the unforgettable, the Fungal Candy Clown Caterpillar Slam Fest!”

Logan waited in a wrestling ring complete with ropes, turnbuckles, and a canvas floor. The pedestal of the dungeon—a small folding card table—stood in the middle of the ring, with five gems twirling above it in a slow circle. The wrestling ring was on the bottom level at the center of an arena, which took inspiration from the ruined coliseum above. It was structured to look like pretty much every sports stadium Logan had ever visited, with a few notable exceptions. Many, but not all, of the seats were empty, and the enormous concrete hallways were bursting at the seams with monsters, traps, and other dungeon-y fun.

Edna had been right all along. Each of the outer levels of the stadium were themed and painstakingly designed to deal with a specific raider. To advance through the elaborate coliseum of doom, each dungeoneer would have to battle their way halfway around the coliseum and overcome the “floor boss” guardian form standing guard over the stairs that led down to the next level. Divide and conquer was the plan of action. And the hope was that Logan’s friends would deal with the separated members of the Glow Brigade long before they ever made it to the inner sanctum.

At the very top was Treacle’s Candypunk Roller Rink of Madness. A mishmash of candy, diabolical steampunk mechanization, and a 1997, neon-illuminated roller rink.

The floor motto? Welcome to Hell on Wheels.

In the arena, a full wall of jumbotron screens blinked to life, showcasing snippets of the action for all to see. Treacle—thanks to Professor Kobold’s film appreciation class—had really become adept at using the video crystals, and he’d even managed to hardwire the video feed into the BYE portal network, so the images were being broadcast far and wide across the cosmos. There was a two-minute delay built into the external broadcast, just to make sure the images couldn’t somehow be used to help Lou Shador and his teammates.

At this very moment, Treacle, Inga, Marko, and Chadrigoth were already using every trick in the playbook to take down the raiders. Logan’s job was to offer backup support. He had mushroom minions scattered throughout each level of the dungeon, and thanks to his Braincaps, he could manually take control of any mob located within the dungeon.

So far things were going mostly according to plan. But only mostly. Unfortunately, Lou Shador had managed to avoid Logan’s industrial-sized digestion pit and was now on the first level with Cruelli DeKill—exactly where he was not supposed to be.

Which meant that was exactly where Logan needed to reinforce.

Cruelli DeKill rolled out of the slide backwards, but gracefully spun around, an arrow already nocked on her bow. She screeched to a stop next to Shador, who stood there gripping his cloak, shocked into immobility.

The entire top level had polished wood floors, sloped like a roller derby rink. The walls were covered in swirls of fluffy pink cotton candy. It looked like a sugar cloud had descended from heaven, except those fluffy tangles concealed some deadly surprises. A wide array of nasty, serrated candy hooks would catch any skater that got too close to the walls. Meanwhile, the polished floorboards were studded with trapped compartments that hid razor-sharp candy spikes and whirling, oversized candy saw blades.

There were several exits that led into a neon-bright arcade lined with a variety of food stalls, all stocked with sweet treats and sugary goodies, but the Exploding Chiclets and the Poprock Caltrops were also on sale.

On each level, there was a digestion pit in the bathrooms, which sparkled thanks to Marko’s diligence. Logan couldn’t wait to start gnawing on adventurer Apothos.

Logan savored the shocked looks on the two raiders’ faces. This sophisticated dungeon had to be a surprise following the ridiculousness of the Party City dungeon.

Treacle came storming around a bend in the ring. Instead of hooves he had steel rods connected to huge pink roller skates. He’d turned his right arm into a jawbreaker machine gun. His black duster flapped behind him like a superhero’s cape as he skated forward, horns lowered. His goggles were firmly in place as he roared toward Cruelli and Shador, standing together, mouths agape.

Treacle wasn’t alone. With him were dozens of his Candypunk Calflings, on skates, with taffy cannons, jawbreaker machine guns, long pink spears, or candy-striped battle-axes. Their wheels thundered like war drums against the wood floorboards.

Cruelli’s shock seemed to melt away, and she just smiled. “Do you really think you can out derby girl me, huh? I’m the queen of the skate! Heck, I come with my own team built in!”

She grabbed arrow after arrow, firing them into the air. At first, Logan thought they were going to be flame arrows or the explosive arrows he’d seen before. Nope. Shadowy figures took shape, each holding an arrow of their own. There were two dozen of them, each a perfect shadow replica of Cruelli. Not only was she an archer and a ranger, but she was also a summoner.

Then the action was on. Arrows and jawbreakers rained down as the two sides exchanged fire.

Shador burst out laughing. “Finally found the fight. Good!” He reattached his cloak with nimble fingers. His wrist wrap tentacles whipped out and lifted him off the floor while his white boots transformed into rhinestone-covered roller skates. The flailing tentacles propelled him forward, muffin top jiggling, meaty forearms pumping like mad, as he joined the fray with a battle cry.

“Hey, freak show! You’re going NOWHERE!” he bellowed, flying through the air like a muscled trapeze artist. “I got’cha for three minutes! Three minutes of playtime!”

One of Logan’s new Mycotic Shambles had been hanging back near the bathroom, behind their enemies, but now it was time to fight. The giant mushroom entity had been conjured from stone, dirt, sand, and bits of Treacle’s leftover candy. It was all glued together with an iron-hard fungal chitin. It looked like the Swamp Thing rolled in sugar and mixed with bread mold. Braincap mushrooms dusted its mishappen head and shoulders, and Treacle had outfitted the gigantic bruiser with roller skates of his own.

Good thing Logan once had a crush on Debbie Jacobs in middle school because he’d spent a ton of time at Skate City, practicing to Backstreet Boys, Hanson, and 98 Degrees. He’d also become ridiculously good at the Big Buck Hunter Pro arcade game.

All that practice served him well as he raced forward, looking to shoulder check Shador and Cruelli right in their backsides.

Already, the battle was something to behold.

Calflings died in a hail of exploding arrows. Shadow derby girls had their wheels tangled in taffy. Held in place, they were battered and bludgeoned to bits by jawbreaker bullets. A few of the shadow roller women found themselves skewered on the candy cane hooks or impaled by spikes that exploded upward from the floor. One truly unfortunate shadow lay on the ground, missing an arm and leg, cleanly severed by a buzzing saw blade.

Treacle had his Cavity Smasher out—a big round candy morning star studded with Hershey’s Kiss spikes. Wreathed in electricity, it was a single-shot kill weapon for the shadow girls.

A shadow skater edged too close to one of Logan’s Sunflower Pods, and it ignited in a gaseous blast, killing her immediately. Other derby girls strayed too close to one of the food stalls, and the whole thing ignited, splashing the polished wood floor in front of it with caltrops that took down other skaters.

But for every shadow derby girl they destroyed, Cruelli just brought another to life with a magical arrow. It seemed she had a hard cap at two dozen, but she could seemingly spawn endless replacements so long as she didn’t go past that number.

Logan waded into the fight, lashing out with fists that were crafted from huge slabs of solid rock. He punched down one shadow girl and then hip-checked another, sending her into a hook. She sagged there, dead as a doornail.

But Logan wasn’t going to mess around with the cannon fodder. He needed to focus on taking out the cannons. He skated up behind Shador and took a swing with his stone club fist.

Shador’s cloak shoved Logan away, saving his master’s life. It was a very Dr. Strange moment.

Shador himself pirouetted on his roller skates with surprising ease, then latched onto a wall hook with a wrap tentacle and propelled himself toward Logan like a rocket.

The wrestler grinned. “No, brother, Lou Shador ain’t going down like that!” He forearm smashed Logan’s Mycotic Shamble square in the chest. The single blow landed like a battering ram of pure force, and flames raced out on contact, chewing through the fungal colony animating the behemoth creature. The Shamble crumpled a second later, dead before it hit the floor. It was a devastating blow that showcased just how powerful Lou Shador really was.

The deadly attack forced Logan out of the minion and back into his guardian form standing in the ring next to the card-table pedestal. The jumbotron showed him Treacle, who had shed his black duster.

Skating at breakneck speed, the minotaur raised his voice above the fray. “A gnome not at home. The bull with a belly full. The power of Friends!”

Glimmering runes appeared all across his furry pink body. Magical armor chinked into place, chunk, chunk, chunk, matching the sigils. In seconds, he was a candy-coated bull man with both arms flinging jawbreakers.

But Cruelli was uncannily quick. She dodged every jawbreaker, moving with unnatural speed and agility, almost too quick for the eye to catch. She leapt over downed Calflings and peppered Treacle’s armor with every kind of arrow she possessed.

Fire, ice, acid, explosive.

His armor held against the onslaught. But for how long? Even from below, Logan could smell the burning sugar.

Treacle stormed forward and swung at her with his Cavity Smasher. The attack missed, and he had to do a wide turn, to chase after her. She was heading toward the stairs leading down to the next level, where Marko was already facing off against the Grand Jester.

Treacle’s AFS Core Improvement glowed white hot as his skates were super-fueled in a turbo burst of pure velocity. He zoomed past Cruelli. As he did, the backside of his armor opened up, sprinkling the floor with Poprock Caltrops.

At the speed Cruelli was moving, there was simply no dodging them. She ran right into the sizzling candy bombs.

Those sweet explosions ripped through the air with concussive force and sent her flying, head over heels, her long legs flashing in the neon lights.

At the same time, Gummy Bulls and Peep Golems came rolling out like a tsunami. They swarmed the last of the shadow derby girls in a wave of candied nightmares. The Peeps detonated in mushroom clouds of scalding hot, sugary goop. The Gummy Bulls crashed into unlucky derby girls, mashing them against the candy walls and holding them there.

Several of the Peeps and Bulls targeted Shador, but the dungeoneer merely vaulted over them and landed nimbly on his skates. A shock wave of incredible force burst out of his feet on impact and engulfed the minions in raw Apothos. They disintegrated on the spot. When the energy finally dissipated, nothing remained of the candy cows other than fine flecks of powdered sugar.

Shador unleashed his tentacles once more, and this time he managed to get ahold of Treacle. The villain flung Treacle into a wall, where he was trapped by the burnt remnants of his own marshmallow minions.

With Treacle out of the way, both the luchador and Cruelli beelined across the rink and toward the descending staircase. They had to dodge dead Calflings and the shadowy corpses of derby girls, but they were going to make it.

<I can’t stop them!> Treacle roared.

<Guys!> Marko called out in panic. <I’m having trouble with the Grand Jester. She’s beautiful, but man oh man is she crazy, so crazy!>

Inga chimed in. <Edna is… not what I expected either. I’m going to need help, Logan. I don’t think I can do this on my own…>

Chadrigoth was more direct. <What is wrong with this Hawt Tawpic woman! Why are her pants so big! Why does she have so many chains! No one should like pain this much—it’s just not natural!>

It sounded like the torment lord was going to cave at any minute. That wasn’t good.

<On it!> Logan called out. <Hold tight, everyone. I have to help Treacle first.>

He pushed his consciousness outward, away from his guardian form, then swan-dived into one of Marko’s standby minions, positioned as backup in case things really went south. Like right now. Thanks to a proliferation of Braincap mushrooms, Logan abruptly found himself inhabiting one of many minions of Marko’s Crazy Clown Posse.

The CCP was made up of two kinds of minions, collectively known as the Markalos. One set of Markalos were tall and thin, and the others were short and pudgy. They had clown makeup, lots of fishnet, and loads of denim. They wielded spray paint and hatchets in equal quantities, and they all smelled vaguely of Orange Faygo, Old Spice, and the Detroit Lions’ locker room.

Logan possessed one of the shorter Markalos, who just so happened to be squished into the backseat of the lowrider of medieval carriages. The carriage came rolling down the derby track, careening directly towards Cruelli and Shador, who were making a break for the steps that would take them down to Marko’s level—the Circus Disaster.

It sounded like Marko and the rest of his team weren’t doing very well against their opponents. This was not good. Logan knew a solid victory up top would benefit the morale of his friends fighting against the fiends on their own level.

The lowrider carriage streaked toward the villains.

Treacle had managed to pull himself out of the peep goo. He took to his skates in hot pursuit, chasing after the villains with the last of his Calflings, a Peep Golem who had zero control on skates, and a Gummy Bull who was having trouble building up enough speed. Four skates on four gummy legs weren’t easy to negotiate.

The Markalo next to Logan threw out the heavy metal sign. “Honk, honk, mother lover. Time to get down and clown around!”

The carriage skidded a stop. From out of the sides unfolded twin six-barreled jawbreaker Gatling guns. The barrels spun up, unloading an unholy barrage of jawbreakers at the incoming dungeoneers. But Shador simply slung his cloak over his shoulder and somehow managed to deflect every one of those round candy bullets.

Cruelli fired two arrows that erupted on impact, disabling both Gatling guns. Looked like they were going to have to do this the hard way. The carriage doors popped open and a comical number of Markalos spilled out from the certified clown car.

The Markalos whooped madly as they sprinted toward the dungeoneers, hatchets raised with no thought of dignity or self-preservation in mind. Logan kept pace, though it was tough with his stubby legs. “Let’s get down and clown around! Get down and clown around!”

Shador slammed a foot down on the ground, which took out half of the clowns in another one of his Apothos-fueled shock waves. Logan found himself on his back for a minute, weaponless. He rolled over to see the rest of the posse attack in a haze of spray paint and dull blades. They might’ve been odd looking, but the Markalos were fierce fighters and just as crazy as their name implied.

One leapt impossibly high into the air, flipping head over heels. “This is for the Markalos and Markalettes. Whoop, whoop!” As he flew, the Markalo doused himself in what smelled like kerosene before promptly setting himself on fire. A flaming cannonball of greasepaint makeup and denim smashed into one of Cruelli’s legs, nearly taking her out.

Treacle joined them, and he swung his Cavity Smasher at Cruelli, who ducked and fired an exploding arrow point-blank at the pink minotaur. It blew a hole in the pink armor covering his chest.

Cruelli leapt back, but Treacle managed to glue her skates to the wood floor with his taffy cannon. The minotaur hurled a handful of Exploding Chiclets directly into her smug face. The blast knocked her right out of her skates, which remained fixed to the floor.

She managed to gain her feet quickly, but her power had been neutralized. She went to run, but she wasn’t fast enough to get away from the Peep Golem. The sugar-coated menace sideswiped her, wrapping huge, molten arms around her in an unbreakable bear hug. She screamed as marshmallow goo burned her skin. Now that she was immobilized, the Markalos were only emboldened. They descended as one, hacking at her with rusty blades while unleashing sprays of acidic spray paint.

Logan joined the massacre, sinking his own hatchet into her chest.

She was on her last legs, but she wasn’t going down without a fight. Somehow, she got her arms free and nocked one last arrow. With a cry, she loosed the shaft, which streaked straight and true… Right through the hole in Treacle’s armor and into his heart.

“Cruelli DeKill always gets her kill,” she mumbled, blood seeping from her lips before her eyes fluttered shut and the life left her body. She was dead, but she wasn’t wrong. The damage had been done.

Treacle dropped to his knees. <I’m out, but I did my bit. That archer is at least two kinds of dead.>

<You did good, Treac,> Logan sent as the Markalos hacked up the archer just to be on the safe side. <We’ll take it from here.>

Logan’s pudgy clown reached into one of the pockets of his cargo pants and pulled out a fistful of Spindle Wig. He wolfed down the mushrooms. They were sweet and chewy, but better than that, he felt his muscles swell and his bones pop as he grew larger and larger and larger. In an eyeblink he stood seven feet tall, towering over the other Markalos. He snatched up weapons, then, jacked out of his mind on the powerful mushroom steroid, he charged Lou Shador.

Logan screamed out the CCP war cry as he sprinted, “Time to get down and clown around!”

Shador spun at the thunderous approach of Logan’s heavy footfalls. Logan didn’t care. He leapt into the air with a can of black spray paint in one hand and a hatchet in the other. He sprayed the luchador in the face and then tried to chop Shador’s collarbone into kindling.

The hatchet connected, but bounced off the hairy flesh as though the blade were made of rubber. As for the spray paint, that mask was magical. The acid had no effect.

Shador’s wrist wrap tentacles wrapped around Logan and body-slammed him onto the floor. The wrestler brought his foot down once more, this time onto Logan’s throat. Power rushed out from the masked wrestler’s boot, blowing the remaining Markalos into pieces and exploding Logan’s head in the process.

With the last whiff of resistance eliminated, Shador slowly skated to the stairwell, turned off his wheels, and sped down the steps in his white boots.

<Guys!> Marko shouted, panicked. <I think I’ve met someone crazier than me. I did not think this would ever be a bad thing! I need some assistance, and I mean pronto!>

<I’m coming, Marko!> Logan found himself back in his guardian form with his Kurrybooboos in the seats around the ring. He motioned to them. “Okay, little guys, you know what to do.”

Logan didn’t stay in his guardian form for long. His friends were in trouble, and that was about to go double for Marko now that Lou Shador had made it to the second level. Logan pushed his thoughts out, questing for the next minion to inhabit. He found just the right body, then took off at a sprint.

It was time to show this Harley Quin knockoff who the real boss was.


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT
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Marko’s level, the Circus Disaster, was exactly what it sounded like. A circus nestled inside of the concrete hallways of the coliseum. The food stalls, though, weren’t so different than normal arena cuisine, and the aroma of the hamburgers, hot dogs, polish sausages, pizza, and nachos was heavenly. Of course, everything smelled so good because of Marko’s Summon Feast skills.

His faceless mannequins manned the food booths, but the dummy fun didn’t end there. All across the level were cages filled with weird mannequin-faced animals—a plastic zebra with a mannequin face. A lion made of plaster wearing a mannequin mask. A trained sea lion with a vacant, haunting expression that would surely fuel Logan’s nightmares for years to come. That kind of thing. Above the stalls and cages were an assortment of trapezes. Trapezes everywhere. Thousands of them, which was an impressive feat all on its own.

Unfortunately, the trapeze maze had turned out to be a terrible idea. Marko had originally designed them so that bomb-hurling mannequin-monkeys could attack from the air. But it turned out that the Grand Jester was a former high-flyer and could navigate the things even better than Marko’s faceless carnival chimps. Logan watched as she swung from one to another, hurling hilariously oversized cartoon bombs.

A pile of chimp corpses lay below. They were dead. All of them.

Lifeless monkey mannequins certainly weren’t going to help make his bad dreams any less bad.

Marko’s face was streaked with sweat and soot, and even his Jaunty Beret of Hat Trickery was scorched. He stood near a cart full of Die Pies, half empty, because he’d been throwing so many at the clown woman.

Jester dodged every one of acid pies, swinging from one trapeze to the next. They struck the walls, which had a variety of circus posters up, and the acid melted right through the cement.

Jester giggled. “This is so much fun, goat man! But if I don’t get down those stairs, Mr. S is gonna be awful mad at me!”

Protecting the stairs was a gigantic sprawling eldritch abomination, obviously summoned by Marko and his Luden lute.

The Grand Jester tried to get past the unfathomable horror, but there were far too many flailing tentacles. She’d nearly get snagged by a grasping tendril covered with eyes, teeth, and nostrils, before she was able to swing away to safety. A pie sailed toward her, but she executed a perfect backflip, neatly dodging the pie, and landed perfectly with another bar lodged behind her knees.

It was kind of amazing to watch.

Logan burst out of a food stall as a Destroying Angel—a tall, thin, androgynous mushroom made of midnight mycology. The creature had a high-peaked mushroom cap and six fingers instead of four. That was a lot of fingers, but the Destroying Angels needed all those digits to throw their unholy Morta Bolts. The other great thing about the Destroying Angels was that they had access to all of Logan’s Spore Halos.

One of the cages contained three giant centipedes—Inga specials, coated in Treacle candy armor—that burst forth from the cage. Logan’s Angel rode one like a multi-legged pink surfboard across the destroyed concrete floor scattered with hay, pie debris, and bomb fragments.

Logan slung Morta bolts as he rode, but the Grand Jester dodged every one of them.

Marko flung his magical throwing knives, but even with his Wicked Aim ability, he couldn’t hit her. She was too fast and too dexterous.

Jester swung by a painted circus poster of a demon elephant. It was a trap. The painted elephant sprang to life and reached out with its trunk, but she evaded that as well and then bashed the wall with her mace, destroying the poster and most of the wall. Stone fragments rained down onto the seats below.

She somersaulted to the floor as Lou Shador charged out of the staircase.

“Oh, this is great!” Marko yelled. “Now we have another joker in the party!”

“We don’t talk about him!” Jester screeched. She came forward doing a full Olympic gymnast floor routine like Simone Biles in greasepaint.

Whirling throwing stars—painted red and blue—came whizzing out of nowhere, peppering Marko.

He ducked behind a wooden pushcart just as the stars hit his pies, turning the whole cart into an acid bath. He staggered away. <See? She’s super talented and not very nice.>

Marko whirled and hurled his Beret of Krulling at Jester, but Shador’s cloak stretched and effortlessly knocked it away. The bladed beret returned to the satyr’s hand. He flung his knives, but the wrestler smacked them away with his wrist wrap tentacles.

“Okay, pal!” Marko yelled. “Let’s you and me melee. Time for some poetry because that’s what we do when we melee. We haiku it up!”

The satyr cleared his throat. As he spoke the poem, runes appeared on his body, transforming into hardened candy armor. “The power of goats. A joke in time saves nine lives. Humor as armor!”

He got the poem perfect, and suddenly Marko was covered in pink bubblegum armor, full breastplate, pauldrons, and gauntlets. He pulled his spear mop from the beret.

Logan wasn’t sure he could watch Marko actually go up against the S-Class warrior. If the Markalo hatchets had failed to pierce the villain’s skin, the spear mop probably wasn’t going to do much either.

Logan rode the centipede right by the Jester because there was no way they were going to be able to hit her with normal weapons. Instead, he let his Psychedelic spores leak out of the Angel’s gills, filling the air.

The Jester staggered forward. “Oh, I’m suddenly so dizzy. And I’m in the mood for a mojito and a long nap.”

Shador caught Marko’s spear mop, snapped it in two, then flung both pieces away in obvious contempt. He darted forward, quick for a man his size, and punched Marko right in his face, knocking away his bubblegum helmet.

With Marko still swaying from the blow, Shador took the unfortunate satyr in his hands, turned him upside down, and then it was piledriver time.

Marko wound up on the ground, both horns broken, barely conscious. “Jester... Jester, are you there?”

Shador advanced, one hand raised in a judo chop that would surely end Marko. But before he could launch the attack, he was suddenly overrun with mannequin-faced animals. Other than the shuffle of feet, the creatures moved silently, which was extremely unnerving. Shador easily dispatched the stampeding zoo animals using a vast array of forearm smashes, head butts, knees to the groin, and even an explosive clap that turned two dummy zebras into black and white dust.

But then the mannequin vendors showed up carrying trays of pepperoni pizzas, plates of fully loaded hot dogs, and nachos dripping with cheese and peppers.

The enticing aromas made Shador pause.

It was long enough for the mannequin heads to explode.

The wrestler let out a yell. “Not fair, brother!” He wasn’t affected by the explosions, but he was clearly disappointed. He wiped nacho cheese off his mask. “I was just about to snap into a Slim Jim! Or get myself a hot dog. Either way, now I’m outta here!”

He turned away from Marko and sprinted with superhuman speed toward the tentacled elder beast guarding the staircase.

He ran right through Logan’s Psychedelic cloud, but the wrestler didn’t seem affected by it at all. A mannequin-masked lion leapt out of his carriage, but Shador manhandled the beast, snapping its spine over one knee without even breaking stride. He was a man on a mission, and clearly he would not be deterred.

Logan froze, not sure if he should help Marko or go after Shador.

Jester was blinking. “Oh, I’m not feeling so good at all. The pink armor is so loud!”

How susceptible was she to the Psychedelic infection?

“Jester!” Marko called from the ground. “Jester, I know… I know we got off to a rocky start. But I have something for you.”

The Jester’s eyes filled with tears. “Something for me that’s not an acid pie or knife to the face? Aww, that’s so sweet.” She was clearly not in her right mind.

She went to Marko and bent down, totally exposed. “What is it, goaty? What do you have for me?”

Marko ripped away his bubblegum breastplate. “A pretty flower that smells like life itself.”

“It is pretty!” Jester leaned forward to get a whiff, which was a colossally bad idea.

She got a face full of acid that ate through the makeup and most of her skull. She slumped to the side with most of her face gone—another casualty in the war to protect the Tree of Souls.

Marko laughed. “No, the pretty flower smells like death itself. I always get those two things confused.” The goat man’s voice burst into Logan’s head. <Go after the bad guy, broham! I did my job and took out the crazy clown lady. I’ll try to pull myself together, but you have to help Inga. That Edna of the Three Rings is no joke.>

<Logan! Hurry!> Inga called out frantically, as though to emphasize Marko’s point.

Logan nodded in reply, then surfed the centipede through the Circus Disaster, which really and truly was a disaster at this point. He had Morta bolts burning in his palms at the ready. However, Shador had already bashed his way through the eldritch horror. There were bits of tentacle and Cthulhu guts everywhere, but no sign of the masked wrestler.

Logan banked on the stairwell and rode the Destroying Angel down around the landing and into the Dewey Decimator System, which was the name of Inga’s library-inspired level. They thought it would be perfect for Edna. Inga would shelve books in the wrong place, talk in a loud voice, and make lots of geometry errors.

Yeah… Edna didn’t care about any of that. Not even a little.
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Logan emerged from the stairwell into a labyrinth composed of towering bookcases and ample tables with lamps on them. There were any number of places to sit and read. Or there had been. Now there were bug corpses and charred books everywhere. Shelves were in flames. Spiders were curled up into burnt husks.

In the middle of the devastation stood Edna of the Three Rings with a hurricane of paper flying around her. Origami warriors had pinned Roy Boy into a corner, where the brave Spartan Centipede fought bravely, fending off four of Edna’s folded paper monstrosities. His muscles were swollen from the Spindle Wig, and Braincaps sprouted along his shoulders and arms. Roy Boy was tough, but he was heavily outnumbered, and the origami warriors were able to slice through his chitinous exterior with Paper-Cut blades.

Logan met Roy Boy’s desperate gaze and knew what he needed to do.

“Fateful tables turned. Trap laid in buggy visage. The end comes for you.” As he finished speaking the words through an alien mouth, runes flashed and blindingly bright light erupted between the plates of Roy Boy’s exoskeleton. The light grew brighter, then the heat of the sun rolled out as an inferno of fire roared through the cavern, enveloping Edna’s origami minions.

Edna somehow managed to survive the blast, though she hadn’t come out completely unscathed. Her sweater had been shredded in the process, she’d lost her glasses and one shoe, and her remaining sock was in tatters. Ribbons of smoke rose from her wild hair. But even with all that, she looked more annoyed than truly hurt. She stood on top of a pile of books with her three rings swirling around her head like the halos of three avenging angels.

Tsuki ants tried fruitlessly to scuttle up the pile of books, but the rings flashed golden and cut them apart like one of Treacle’s buzz saws. Spike flies descended, covered in candy armor, but those were swept away with a wave of her hand and a flash of steel.

Inga was even more battered, bruised, and bloody than her nerdy opponent. One wing had been half severed by one of those deadly spinning rings, and a flurry of paper cuts covered her arms, legs, and chest. But the brave moth woman wasn’t out of the fight yet.

She gulped down some Spindle Wig, dramatically increasing her strength and speed. Then she raised a fist and summoned her haiku armor. “Archive my feelings. Shelve the fear and shelve the doubt! Embrace candied strength!”

She summoned her armor at the exact same time she triggered her Metamorphosis ability. Her body swelled outward, transforming into an enormous chrome caterpillar coated in industrial-strength candy armor. She opened her jaws wide, mandibles straining, and taffy sprayed out—all thanks to Treacle’s marvelous engineering. The taffy gummed up at least six of the origami warriors and caught the swirling paper hurricane in a whole mess of stickiness.

“Holy Slim Jim, brother,” Shador spat. “Not gonna stick around to fight that.”

He swept off his cloak and dropped it onto the floor. But when he tried to jump through it and portal himself away, the latent runes they’d imbedded into the floor stopped him short. He let out a roar of frustration and pumped a fist at the ceiling.

With a thought, Logan guided his centipede mount toward the guy, hoping that his three bugs and maybe his Destroying Angel powers might slow the wrestler down. But the masked luchador had other ideas. He swept up his cloak from the ground and tossed it into the air with a flick of his wrist. The cloak hung there for a moment as the wrestler vaulted through it.

The garment seemed to serve as a short-range teleporter. The masked menace appeared by the stairwell leading down, now nearly covered by an avalanche of burning books. In seconds, he was gone, racing down toward Chadrigoth’s level.

Damn. The man was moving faster than he could catch up.

Logan took a minute to feed his centipede mount and his buggy escorts some Spindle Wig. Their bodies expanded dramatically, and they each screeched out their ’roid rage.

“Go, my masked master!” Edna screamed at the wrestler. “Break the cores. Kill this world. I will feed off this wretched universe until I am immortal. Then I will leave this husk of a reality behind and not give it another thought, ever! I’m going to take the Tree of Souls and make the biggest campfire in the history of the multiverse. Then I’m going to make s’mores out of all creation! Because I freakin’ love s’mores!”

Logan couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Edna wasn’t just some shy schoolgirl duped by villains. She was far more of a monster than Logan could ever hope to be. And she was powerful. Exceedingly so.

She merely grinned at the gargantuan candy-armored caterpillar monster rushing for her.

Edna’s three rings spun around in a cyclone of power that deflected Inga’s attack. She thrust frail, pale hands forward, and the rings grew larger and larger, spinning even faster. They hit Inga like circular saw blades, slicing into the summoned armor and sending up a shower of sparks in the process. The preternaturally sharp blades would’ve hacked her to pieces, if not for Treacle’s runic candy armor.

With an abrupt lurch, Inga shrank back down, shifting into the familiar form of a four-armed astral moth woman. All four of her Chrysalis swords appeared in a blink. She bolted forward. “No one sets my books on fire.” She lashed out with a flurry of lightning-fast thrusts and slashes.

Edna caught two of her rings and used them to deflect every blow. The third ring swung around and struck Inga’s back, severing the wing that hadn’t been wounded. No flying for her.

Logan knew she wouldn’t last much longer. Inga was good, but Edna was better.

But Edna was also alone. Her teammate had bailed on her the second he’d had a chance, and that was the difference between them. The Terrible Twelfth—plus Chadrigoth—were a real team and were ride or die. And speaking of ride or die, Logan rode his ’roided-out centipede mount straight toward Edna, knowing that it would likely end with the minion’s death. He raised his spongy hands and hurled Morta bolts the entire way. She deflected them with the rings even as she fought Inga.

Wow, but they had underestimated the nerdy schoolgirl. What a rookie mistake.

Once he was in range, Logan leapt off the centipede. He was going just fast enough, and the Destroying Angel was just light enough, he was able to neatly somersault over Edna. He rained down Pollinic Affliction spores on the cardigan-wearing spell caster below. His centipede steed paused, but his companions sped onward—an incoming tide of flashing legs, crushing mandibles, and gleaming exoskeletons.

Edna’s eyes watered, and she sneezed. The rings wobbled uncertainly in the air.

“Hey! What gives? No fair! I can hardly see!”

She flung out her hands. One of her rings hit Inga’s lower right arm, severing it. Another ripped through her chest. In that instant, Logan knew that Inga’s guardian form wasn’t going to make it. Not for much longer.

Edna laughed. “Luckily, I have my magic inhaler. That’ll clear me up in a second.” From her pocket, she fished out the medication. She didn’t have it for long, though…

One of the giant pink centipedes lunged forward and plucked the inhaler out of her hand, gulping it down.

Edna sneezed, and her mucus struck the bug like acid. The creature was suddenly writhing in pain. Edna closed one nostril and farmer-blew on the other giant bug. Her snot had the same effect on the other centipede.

It was so gross, but she only laughed. “That was a little mid-B-Class upgrade. I got the snot, so why not use it?” But then her laughter turned into gasping. Her inhaler was now in the belly of the bug, and trying to get it out while blinded was going to be a tricky endeavor.

“Darn it all! I can’t freakin’ breathe!” The three rings fell to the floor, clinking and clattering.

Free of the rings, Inga used the last of her strength to charge the nerdy, gasping girl. She raised a glittering Chrysalis sword and rammed it right through Edna’s foul little heart. “I believe in women’s rights, Edna,” she hissed, “and I believe in women’s wrongs. But you are too wrong for me to let you live.”

Edna collapsed onto a pile of books. Her paper hurricane subsided, pages fluttering listlessly to the ground. All of her origami warriors came unfolded. The three rings found their way back into the notebook, and the whole thing flew down within Edna’s reach.

She grabbed it, wheezing. “So much for Armageddon s’mores and immortality. Murdering all those worlds was just so much fun. I regret nothing.”

She died gripping her notebook close to her chest.

Inga lay next to her, her guardian form on its very last legs. The mothmancer closed her eyes as her body died. She’d fought well, and her real self wasn’t gone. She was only temporarily out of commission.

<Hurry, Logan!> Inga sent, through their link. <Chadrigoth needs your help and the help of my predaceous arthropods. Go! And quickly! Let your feet be wings!>

Logan once more mounted his trusty centipede and urged the beast through the burning library and toward the steps. Things hadn’t gone quite according to plan, but they’d managed to take out three of the four members of the Glow Brigade, and Logan was hoping that Lou Shador had taken at least a little damage on his trek through the dungeon. Still, the masked man was incredibly dangerous.

Logan reached out to Chadrigoth with his mind. There was no response.

Was the Ascended Torment Lord dead? Logan didn’t know, but he was about to find out…


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE
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Logan—still inhabiting the slender form of the Destroying Angel—emerged from the stairwell and into what Chadrigoth had insisted on calling the Hellevator. It wasn’t like an elevator at all. Based on the design of the floor, Logan was now convinced Chadrigoth had never even seen a real elevator before. It was basically a classic demon level, full of black stone, belching flames, and dangling chains capped with rusty hooks. Chadrigoth had thought he’d beat Hawt Tawpic at her own chain game.

Pride goeth before the fall.

Logan rode in to see Shador backed up against a wall with five Defylers peppering him with rays from their many eyes. The Defylers were basically discount Beholders—they could fly, they had eyestalks, and they could hurl rancid blasts, though Treacle had added some spice to them. Thanks to a little upgrade, they now also shot powerful lightning bolts from their central eye. That had managed to knock the wrestler back a few steps and were keeping him from progressing. Though Logan was sure that wouldn’t last long.

Shador’s cloak was absorbing some of the energy from the attacks, but crackling electrical fingers still managed to reach his skin. Problem was, that skin seemed to be impenetrable. Demonic flames licked across his hairy belly and not a single hair was scorched. The lightning made him wince, though, which was something.

Shador then showed a new ability—he made punching motions with his fists. Shadowy copies of his knuckles turned the central eye of one of the Defylers into goo. He knocked off the eyestalks of another with his literal shadow boxing ability. But the remaining monsters redoubled their efforts, keeping him pinned in place.

Good. They only needed a minute.

Logan knew that Lou Shador was going to get through to the center ring. That had been the original plan. But they needed to take out the Glow Brigade first. All four of them. As an S-Class cultivator, Lou Shador was nearly invincible. But with his Glow Brigade acting as reinforcements, he would have been totally invincible. To have any chance of killing the masked wrestler, they needed to isolate him first. And that meant they needed to take out the last member of his crew, Hawt Tawpic.

The goth girl was facing off with Chadrigoth directly. The torment lord was bringing his A-Class game—he had a huge black sword that seemed to have been forged out of the dark heart of the universe itself. Stars twinkled along the edge of its blade and whole galaxies seemed to twirl and churn in its hilt. In his other hand, he gripped his Hellblaze Whip, which had blue hellfire flames that mirrored the halo hanging above his curled horns. The heat radiating off him was intense. He’d lash out with his whip, and it would slash Hawt across her sweaty face.

But she would just laugh as the welts healed immediately. “I told you, Big Blue, I like a little pain. Why don’t you let me return the favor?”

She thrust her hands forward, and a small army of chains exploded from her palms.

Chadrigoth countered with his Necro Shield—a circle of sacred bones, melded together with beaten iron, that orbited him—which intercepted each of Hawt’s attacks. It was clear that they’d been exchanging blows the entire time. But while Hawt couldn’t hit Chadrigoth, she could heal every wound that he managed to inflict. It was a protracted war of attrition, and she was winning.

Around them lay Chadrigoth’s other minions. Arms and legs were strewn across the floor, and there was an entire pile of torsos stacked up like cordwood ready to burn. It was a massacre. But not all of them were dead. A handful of Chadrigoth’s demonic bone elementals, the Dungeonauts, were curled into the fetal position, knees pulled in tight against massive, muscled chests as they rocked back and forth. What in the heck had she done to them?

Chadrigoth’s hellion imps, which looked like your classic pointy-eared, fanged demon, weren’t much better. A few had been killed by what looked like cheap jewelry—several had silver necklaces cutting off their air supply. The ones not slain by silver necklaces and bracelets looked like they wanted to jump off the nearest bridge. They stood there, blinking, with a blank eye.

Lastly, there was Chadrigoth’s Unleashed Pit Spawn, which were a mashup of a dragon, a bat, and a hellhound. The ones that weren’t dead were huddled together, weeping silently.

Near them was a group of goth teenagers, only about two feet tall, smoking, sighing, and every once in a while whispering snidely to each other. The goth teenagers were obviously Hawt’s minions, but how had they managed to incapacitate Chadrigoth’s monsters without outright killing them?

Logan didn’t know. What he did know was that they needed to take Hawt Tawpic down before Shador bypassed the Defylers. Logan hurled Morta bolts at the goth healer. She dodged one and deflected another with a flick of her chains. A ring on her finger flashed, and suddenly she had what looked like a T-shirt cannon in her hand. “Oh, the mushroom man has come to ruin my day. Join the club. You guys just don’t understand me. You’ll never understand me. I’m different.”

“Please, have mercy, not that thing,” Chadrigoth hissed.

<What’s going on?> Logan sent. <What does that gun fire?>

<T-Shirt Terrors,> Chadrigoth sent, sounding genuinely on edge.

Hawt pulled the trigger and suddenly the air was full of her other minions. They were floating T-shirts, covered with ’90s and early 2000s rock bands, generic but popular movies, and a variety of the best anime series that the multiverse had to offer.

Chadrigoth’s halo spewed out flames. Several Avengers T-shirts turned to ash. A Naruto shirt charged a Rasengan attack, then launched what appeared to a ball of pure chakra energy. Chadrigoth danced away, then incinerated the shirt with a gout of flame breath. A few more shirts with ironic sayings on the front went down like moths too close to a candle. A pair of Nirvana shirts went after Logan, launching Grungy Wave Audio attacks, but he was able to take them down with rapid-fire Morta bursts.

<Can I get a little clarity here?> Logan asked, still riding his centipede toward the goth healer. He dodged some chains, but he was already leaking all his spores—Pollinic Affliction, Athlete’s Infection, and Narcotics—although he was currently tapped out of the Psychedelic spores. He’d dumped his entire supply on Grand Jester.

Hawt inhaled all of the spores like she was vaping strawberry-shortcake-flavored juice. She couldn’t be immune to his entire arsenal of Spore Halos, could she?

Chadrigoth’s voice filled Logan’s head. <It’s pretty bad, dude. She has all these knickknacks and all these tricks. Her little minions somehow convinced my minions it wasn’t worth fighting. She took them down with something she referred to as Weaponized Adolescent Angst. By the gods, that’s some badass sorcery. That was after the little bobbly headed dolls started exploding. Some grew claws and ripped up my Dungeonauts. Kinda sad. At least my Defylers were immune, but she kept healing herself every time they hurt her. Then Shador came down. That’s why they’re…>

Hawt exploded with laughter. “You think a little pollen is going to do me in, mushroom man? I spent the spring in southern Georgia and didn’t even get a sniffle. Oh, that was after I spent weeks on end living in the basement of an Atlanta apartment building. I didn’t take off my boots for a month. I became friends with my Athlete’s Foot, literally, because it was the only thing that could understand me. As for your little bit of narcotics, thanks, man, I was needing a little bump. You might think you can control me now, but never. I was in a toxic relationship with my ex. I’m not going to be controlled by a man ever again! Now, let’s kill you, shall we?”

Logan was a little taken aback that his spores had done nothing.

<I tried my Brainfire and my Mind Slave on her, Logan,> Chadrigoth sent, <but nothing worked. She figured out my Diabolis Puzzeleris Boxi in like three seconds. And she laughed at my Shame Maze, Logan. She straight up laughed at it. She said no one knows how to compartmentalize shame better than a goth with WASP parents who don’t get them. I hate her so much!>

Hooked chains burst out of the ceiling, latching onto the demon and pinning him there. His new sword of darkness fell from his grip and his Hellblaze Whip clattered to the floor.

At the same time, Hawt turned her T-shirt cannon on Logan and fired a fresh volley of merch. A Five Finger Death Punch shirt hit his centipede like a mortar round. The bug never stood a chance. Its carapace was torn to shreds, and segmented legs cartwheeled through the air. Logan’s Destroying Angel lost most of his mushroom cap, an arm, and a leg, and he landed on the ground in front of Hawt.

<Okay, guys, I’m going to need backup,> Logan sent to his Kurrybooboos, before quickly sharing his plan.

With his Destroying Angel body all but annihilated, Logan’s consciousness returned to his guardian form, which still loitered about in the center ring. On the crystalline jumbotron, he saw flashes of fire intermingled with the sheer devastation left in the wake of the unholy T-shirt Terrors. At the same time, he also saw a dozen of his Kurrybooboos dash into the Hellevator with Braincap mushrooms on their backs.

In a blink, Logan found himself inhabiting one of the little guys. The crowd of adorable mushroom people scurried up to Hawt, arms outstretched, giggling and smiling and being the cute little healers they were.

Everything that had come within ten feet had been attacking the goth cleric. But not the Kurrybooboos.

“Heal you?” one squeaked in a little voice.

Hawt’s heart clearly melted. “Aww, you’re so cute. I am a little hurt, but I can heal myself, thank you. It’s kind of you to offer, though. You wouldn’t hurt me, would you?”

“Heal, not hurt,” another of the Kurrybooboos said with absolute honesty painted across his derpy, adorable face.

Would this work? Logan wasn’t sure, but he was going to try. He lifted his own plump mushroom arms. “Huggy? Huggy?”

“Hawt! No!” Shador bellowed as he crushed the last of the Defylers between his hands.

But it was too late.

Hawt picked up Logan’s Kurrybooboo. The others rushed forward, hugging her legs. Others climbed up her back.

And that was when the Crimson Coral blades came out. Yes, the Kurrybooboos were healers, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t stab someone in the back once in a while. The blades sank in deep, over and over, puncturing arteries, slashing through veins, and ending the goth healer’s life. You can only heal so many knife wounds, or so the old saying goes.

The Kurrybooboos did do a little murder at that moment, but they had other work to do that night… It was all part of the plan.

Shador let out a scream of fury. He took off running, leapt into the air, and became a literal massive ball of meat that raced through the room and careened into Chadrigoth, exploding the torment lord into a thousand pieces. Around him, stink bombs went off, taking out the rest of Chadrigoth’s minions.

The masked wrestler then cannonballed his way toward the exit of the Hellevator, thumping and rolling down the steps that would dump him into the inner sanctum where Logan waited. “I’m sick and tired of this arena, brother, and if you think you can stop Lou Shador, you have another thing coming. You might have taken down my Glow Brigade—and credit where credit’s due, that ain’t no small feat—but you hardly touched Lou-Freakin’-Shador. And you know why? Because the cream always rises to the top. Oh yeah, I’m coming for your core, brother. I am coming for you!”

Logan mentally prepared himself for what he’d need to do next. Their plan was foolhardy. A reckless gamble. But it was also their only chance at stopping the masked dungeoneer. He reached up and grabbed hold of the microphone once more.

As the masked luchador emerged from the stairwell, he spoke. “Ladies and gentlemen, dungeoneers and dungeon cores, welcome to the heart of the Slam Fest! Now.” Long pause. “Let’s get ready to fungal!!!”


CHAPTER FIFTY
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Peppered throughout the upper rows of the coliseum were Marko’s faceless mannequins, all eerily motionless and decked out in jeans, muscle shirts, bandanas, and a shocking array of flannel. They were the perfect wrestling audience, waiting to witness the smackdown of a lifetime. Unlike the dummies from earlier in the dungeon, these were genuinely lifeless and held none of the deadly traps of prior versions. But Shador didn’t know that, which made the mannequins even more unnerving.

The first and second rows were filled with Logan’s army of morel minions.

Enormous Shambles and nimble Spore Wargs. Lethal Destroying Angels and adorable Kurrybooboos. But Logan had pulled out all the stops when it came to his Skullcap Waddlers. He’d used the combined power of Inga, Marko, Treacle, and Chadrigoth to transform the dumpy warriors into a diverse horror show of fungal nightmares. There were spider waddlers, moth waddlers, candy-armored infantry waddlers with jawbreaker bazookas, hellhound waddlers, and waddlers that were honorary members of the Crazy Clown Posse—decked out in clown makeup, wielding hatchets and spray paint. With them were the Markabooboos, which looked like rotund mushrooms squeezed into sexy nurse outfits.

The Markabooboos were easily the most distressing creatures Logan had ever crafted.

Intermixed among his conjured minions were mushroom growths of all shapes and sizes. Creeping Blister Wart. Fields of delicious Opal Truffles. Bulbous Stinkhorn growths. Sunflower Pods drifted here and there, glowing with a buttery warm light. Get close enough, and you’d find your toast buttered all right.

Logan had also added fungal colonies to the ring itself. Each corner of the wrestling ring held a new and terrible surprise. Ghoul’s Snare in one corner and Blister Wart filling another. Spits of razor-sharp Crimson Coral jutted from the turnbuckles on the third, while the last held enough Gem-Studded Puffballs to take out an armored Humvee. It was all part and parcel of the fungal Slam Fest experience! An event truly worthy of paying $69.99 to watch from the comfort of your living room.

As Logan looked around at the mass of mushroom mania, pride welled up in his chest. Even if they didn’t win the day and beat Lou Shador, they’d certainly crafted a dungeon for the ages.

<Did you guys hear that?> he sent, equally proud of his wordplay. <Let’s get ready to fungal! That was pretty cool, right?>

<I don’t get it,> Chadrigoth replied. <Sorry, friend, I’m sure it would be awesome if I got the reference.>

<That’s a fifty-fifty proposition,> Treacle sighed.

<Stay focused!> Inga shouted. <He’s coming!>

Marko’s voice was deadpan. <Oh, I get it. It’s fungal, instead of rumble. Funny.>

Yeah, but the goat boy didn’t laugh. Logan couldn’t help but feel a bit let down.

Chadrigoth was all business. <Remember, Logan, you just have to delay him. We don’t expect you to beat him. He’s S-Class.>

Logan couldn’t forget that.

Lou Shador surveyed the coliseum through the slits in his mask. He didn’t look impressed at all. He also didn’t look worried. Instead, he grinned, reached into his cloak, and pulled out handfuls of… flyers? Yep, definitely flyers. He hurled the slips of paper into the air, and they fluttered down like confetti on New Year’s Eve. Logan wondered what they said. But before he could find out, the throb of a bass guitar pummeled the arena, promising doom. Then there were drums beating out a snappy tempo. After the inevitability of the rhythm section promising epicness, the next logical scream was the triumphant aria of a single electric guitar.

A wave of magic erupted from Lou Shador. He was the source of the intro music.

Every single one of Logan’s fungal soldiers looked on with a stunned expression etched into the lines of its face. Mariah Carey was back in her Crimson Coral armor, and she had her shepherd’s hook in hand. But this time, it snapped, crackled, and popped with Fulgur Apothos. She also had a single-shot jawbreaker blunderbuss hanging off her shoulder. She blinked. “Can you feel the hype, boss? I’m hyped and afraid. I’m hyped and afraid!”

A few of the waddlers hesitantly started for the door, as if they could slip out the back unseen.

The two Mycotic Shambles took a big step back as well.

The wrestler seemed to get bigger, stronger, better.

Logan knew it was some kind of intimidation spell. The song seemed to be a mix of “Thunderstruck,” “We Will Rock You,” and the ever beloved “Rock & Roll Part 2” by Gary Glitter that Logan always associated with hockey games. It was the pinnacle of classic rock hype music. Luckily, as an A-Class Morel Sovereign, he had Mental Immunity, so he wasn’t intimidated one bit.

Logan took to the air, floating on an unfelt current, and swept his staff outward in an arc, sending out a wave of calming narcotic spores for his army. “That’s like bad Blur. It’s like ‘Song 2’ played on a ukulele and five-gallon Home Depot buckets. I am so not impressed, Lou. So not impressed.”

“What, brother? That was my Hype Song Entrance Intimidation skill. No one, and I mean no one, brother, has ever heard Lou Shador’s intro and not filled their drawers with the special brown sauce.”

“Super gross, bro,” Logan shouted back. “You say brother, I say bro. It works. Now, how about you get out of here while you’re still breathing?”

“Ain’t gonna happen, mushroom,” the wrestler yelled.

“Then tell me, for the love of all that’s holy, why a luchador? Why all the Earth stuff? You and your Glow Brigade spent a ton of time on Earth, and I want to know why.”

The mouth hole in Shador’s mask was big enough that Logan could see him smile. “That’s a secret I’m taking with me to the grave. Let’s just say we got training there. Special mess-you-up-forever training, brother. Oh yeah!”

Logan chugged down a Spindle Wig smoothie he’d been saving for this special moment. “Looks like you won’t be eating any more Slim Jims, bro, because I’m bringing the Hulk-a-mania down on you like the wrath of the Undertaker! If you smell what the Rock is cooking! Triple H forever!”

Logan took two huge steps and went flying off the ring. In midair, he quadrupled his mass, thickening every bit of himself until he looked like he was wearing fungal plate mail over a fat suit. It was his exoskeleton turned up to the next level.

He wasn’t done armoring up. He had Treacle’s armor with a special haiku all of his own. “Our common spirit. Friendship forged in sacred work. Our esprit de corp.”

Suddenly, all of his layers of chitin, his own armor, and the new candy armor adjusted itself, the runes shining. This was next-level Treacle crafting.

Logan was three feet taller, four feet wider, and yet it felt like he was only wearing a thick jacket. He spun his new staff, pouring out spores of all kinds.

A look of fear flashed through Shador’s eyes. Maybe because he was being attacked, not only by this new armored mushroom giant, but one that was full of Mycological Rage. Every bit of Logan’s guardian form suddenly was juiced up by Mycological Rage with a Spindle Wig smoothie chaser. It was a mushroom-y dump of chemicals into his system.

Logan knew the plan was to keep the luchador busy during the fight, and to be fair, Logan made the bad decision before the narcotics and adrenaline and rage fungi hit his glands. Still, he was just tired of this Lou Shador character. He had the blood of so many dungeon cores on his hands, and he thought he was the toughest dungeoneer on the block. Well, he’d chosen the wrong block to walk down.

Also, attacking the guy before he hit the ring was such a baller WWE move. Sure, it might disqualify a real pro wrestler, but this was Logan’s event, and the only rules?

There were no rules.

Logan landed right on Lou Shador’s face. The fungaloid rammed the butt end of his Staff of Sporing right into the wrestler’s solar plexus. Then it was a slash to the mask and a kick to the throat.

The wrestler staggered into the seats, showing Logan some unwanted plumber’s crack. Logan whacked that big luchador butt, driving him forward onto his face. Shador turned, blood on his lips, his nose at not the greatest angle.

Logan wasn’t done. Another couple of whacks with the staff, all the while dousing the luchador in a potent cocktail of Pollinic Affliction, Athlete’s Infection, Psychedelics, and Narcotics. If Logan was tweaking hard, he wanted this guy to join him.

Shador’s magic red cloak tried to stop Logan, but its movements were sluggish. At least the cloak wasn’t in its right mind.

Logan hauled the wrestler up, marched him down the aisle, and tossed him up and over the ropes. Shador landed face-first on the canvas.

The entire arena was up and cheering—all of Logan’s minions, which were kind of a lot. He had four knots orbiting his core like Jupiter’s moons, and Apothos was flowing through him like Mountain Dew at Talladega.

Shador was up in seconds, wiping the blood from a split lip. “You ain’t right in the mind, brother. You put that there pedestal right in the ring, right in the one place in all the universe where I CANNOT lose. Now, I’m gonna crack all five cores like I crack my eggs in the morning. The full dozen, brother, because Daddy is hungry.”

He went for the card table.

But thanks to Treacle’s crafting skills, the metal legs suddenly sprouted hinges and big metal feet. The pedestal scurried away across the canvas. It leapt over the ropes and went skedaddling out of the ring, running up the aisle, well protected by the various kinds of waddlers, the Mycotic Shambles, and even some of the Destroying Angels.

Logan shrieked like a banshee and launched himself back into the ring.

“Come and get some!” Shador screamed, the veins in his neck bulging.

Logan rage screamed again. He’d lost it. He stashed his staff in his Ring of Pockets. He wanted his hands free for this next part. All the benefits of the staff continued to work just fine even when the weapon wasn’t in his hands. It was part of the Tree of Souls, after all.

Shador’s wrist wrap tentacles unspooled and reached for Logan, but the Morel Sovereign grabbed them in his two big fists. He spun and twisted, using his superior weight to hurl Shador into the Blister Wart corner. The cloak still wasn’t functioning well—temporarily down for the count, thanks to Logan’s spore attack—so the luchador collided into the mushroom colony with his big hairy back.

He retracted his wrist tentacles as he yelped in pain.

Logan dashed over, grabbed double fistfuls of leotard, and hurled Lou Shador sideways into the Crimson Coral corner. The coral shredded his arm and the left side of his body. So he wasn’t completely invulnerable.

Logan wasn’t done.

Shador’s cloak was flailing sporadically, finally trying to save the wrestler. Logan wasn’t having any of it. He grabbed the silky material and used it to hurl Shador into the Gem-Studded Puffballs. Explosion after explosion wrecked the wrestler, shredding the cloak, adding insult to injury and a few new bleeding wounds.

Logan used his rage-strength to effortlessly lift Shador above his head. He spun around in a circle, then threw the man across the ring and right into the turnbuckle sprouting Ghoul’s Snare.

The mushroom growths grabbed hold of the luchador, holding him steady while Logan closed the distance and proceeded to use his face and torso as a punching bag.

He roared in triumph as one of his oversized fists knocked a tooth loose…

And that’s when the powerful effects of Mycological Rage decided to pack their bags and skip town.

In an instant, Logan’s muscles deflated like popped balloons and he felt himself wither and shrink back down. He stepped back, winded from the exertion.

Shador spat blood from his mouth. “You done, brother?”

“No. Just need a breather.”

“You, my friend, ain’t got the time to breathe.”

“It’s bleed,” Logan spat. “I ain’t got time to bleed.”

It was obvious that Shador hadn’t seen the movie. He flung out his arms, and the Ghoul’s Snare holding him snapped. Was he really that strong? No, it was weakened because Shador had suddenly become very smelly. He reeked like gym socks and used kitty litter. While Logan normally liked such biological odors, this was on another level entirely. He couldn’t stand the stench and quickly found himself gagging.

Diseased air gusted out from the wrestler’s armpits, feet, and nether regions. Shador’s core was throbbing with a power Logan had felt before—when he’d fought Billy Scales inside Steve the Mannequin.

“No way!” Logan shouted. “What the hell?”

“Lots of bad stuff in the gyms of Loss Angeleez. Walked around for years in my bare feet catching all sorts of diseases. Didn’t kill me. Made me strong. Lots of fungi on Uroth that no one thinks about no more. A surprising amount, brother, if you know where to look.”

That was why Logan’s halo spores hadn’t affected the wrestler. He was immune because he’d spent so much time barefoot in L.A. It kinda made sense.

Shador raised his hands and from out of the tattered cloak appeared a whirlwind of folding chairs, more folding chairs than you could shake a stick at. They swirled around the ring in a screaming tornado of padded seats and metal legs. The chairs clobbered the handful of Logan’s minions who had been ringside for the action. Logan narrowly ducked a few of the chairs, but soon he found himself being mercilessly battered—back, front, face—from every angle by an unstoppable onslaught of folding chairs.

Destroying Angels hurled Morta bolts, which blasted apart some of the chairs, but for every piece of furniture they dispatched, two more chairs seemed to appear.

Over the hurricane of folding chairs, he heard Shador’s hype music start again, followed by disembodied chanting. “Lou Shador! Chant his name. Lou Shador! Chant his name!”

“You have your minions, brother,” Shador growled above the din, “and I have mine. Except I like to call them fans. Or in this case, Rabid Fanlings.”

All the paper flyers he’d been flinging had sprouted into a wide collection of normal-looking humans; however, they were all wearing luchador masks. There were hundreds of them, and they came swarming down in a dizzying array of jeans, flannel, and sports jerseys. Their weapons were a strange collection of chains, baseball bats, barbells, dumbbells, and weight room plates.

Mariah Carey, her candy helmet cracked, turned, holding the jawbreaker blunderbuss. “Waddlers! Prepare to repulse toxic fandom!”

The Rabid Fanlings swarmed down in an ocean of crazed humanity.

One of the flyers fluttered to where Logan could catch hold of it. It was what he had kind of expected.

Monday, Monday, Monday, one night only, the Luchador of Love, the Raider of the Righteous, the Dungeoneer of Daring, Lou Shador, versus Logan Murray, Fungal Freak and Mushroom Moron. The battle of the millennia. Fungal powers in full world-punishing display. Two gladiators will enter. Only one gladiator will leave.

Shador pointed a finger at the folding table scurrying away from the Rabid Fanlings. “Found your cores, mushroom. Now it’s time for Daddy to eat!”

Logan coughed and tried to spit the taste of nasty air out of his mouth. “Will you please not refer to yourself as ‘Daddy?’ It’s unsettling.”

The ropes encircling the ring came alive, ensnaring Logan like constricting boas. Or boa constrictors. Either way, he was helpless. He felt like a tamale wrapped up in barbed wire. The ropes continued to get tighter and tighter and tighter. And stinkier and stinkier and stinkier. There was mushroom magic at work, but how could that be?

What he was feeling shouldn’t have been possible…


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE
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Shador stood in the ring as his Rabid Fanlings chased after the cores floating over the fleeing card table.

Logan lay at the wrestler’s feet while the odiferous ropes slowly squeezed him to death. He’d become a connoisseur of nasty smells, and yet, both the wrestler and the ropes disgusted him on a deep, visceral level. He struggled against his bonds, but he was completely immobile. Every time he tried to break free, a chair would smack him in the face for his trouble. Lou Shador was powerful, without a doubt. But this wasn’t just his power at work.

There was powerful fungal magic in the air. Some if it was Logan’s, but most of it wasn’t. Dark, otherworldly spores loitered in the air like storm clouds, drastically repressing his own powers. He reached out with his thoughts, trying to force his consciousness into another body, but he felt an impassable wall of mental resistance form around him.

At the same time, there was a story to Lou Shador’s smell. Images flashed through Logan’s head of a lost dungeoneer walking around dazed in Venice Beach. A name came to him. Ted Shadie. That was Lou Shador’s real name. Well, in his dungeoneers class, Logan had heard about a promising young raider named Tedder Shadie. It was the same guy.

Shador had spent a ton of time in California, but at some point, he’d gone north. To San Francisco. Then to Oregon. What was in Oregon? Besides hippies and gas station attendants who insisted on pumping your gas for you.

Then Logan heard laughter… Billy Scales. It was Billy Scales laughing, and that laughter turned into a chorus of mirth.

A moment later, the laughter and the images swirled away.

“Protect the gemstones,” Logan thundered at the top of his lungs. The microphone, dangling overhead, picked up the sound and broadcast it through the stadium. “Whatever you do, don’t let him get to that table!”

He might not have been able to control his minions telepathically, but they were smart enough to do what was needed with a little guidance. A pair of Mycotic Shambles charged forward, flanking the pedestal and absorbing the worst of the blunt-force chair trauma on their backs. Stone, candy, and hardened fungal chitin went flying, yet they held fast. The Shambles were quickly joined by a trio of Destroying Angels, who turned their powerful Morta magics on the screaming Fanlings.

They two armies clashed as chains and baseball bats met fungal fists and rancid death Apothos.

Mariah Carey’s blunderbuss exploded, and that single jawbreaker took down a Rabid Fanling—some muscular guy in a Southern Rock Rules T-shirt and a luchador mask. When his head exploded, the forty-five-pound barbell bludgeon fell to the floor with a resounding clang.

Fanlings then descended on poor Mariah, smacking her with dumbbells.

She let out a final scream. “Out, out, brief candle! And it’s pronounced Lynyrd Skynyrd,” as she went under.

Shador stood over Logan. “You did pretty good against me, brother, but now, it’s time to put an end to this fight.”

“That’s okay, Ted,” Logan snapped. “I’m sure you were the underdog at one time. Is that how you got yourself to Earth? Whether it be bloodthirsty raiders or heroic dodgeball players, Earth, and Americans in particular, love a good underdog story.”

“Don’t need to tell you a thing.” Shador hauled Logan to his feet and got him in a headlock. Logan’s cool new wizard hat lay on the ground as he found himself face to armpit. It was more gross than painful. Still, the ropes tightened around him like a noose. His guardian form wouldn’t hold together much longer. Although his fungaloid spore abilities were severely limited, he still had one ace tucked away up his sleeve. With a thought and an effort of will, Logan summoned his Soul Staff of Sporing from his Ring of Pockets. It appeared in one hand—offering him his last chance at salvation. Logan channeled his Apothos into the staff and tried desperately to summon a fungal wall.

No dice.

Before Logan could finish, Shador raised Logan over his head, then slammed him onto the canvas with bone-breaking force. The only thing that saved Logan was that, as a fungaloid, he didn’t actually have bones.

Or did he?

He’d felt his bones break. It must’ve been one of Shador’s abilities. The jagged pain was real enough. Then it was another slam as Shador came down on him with a pointed elbow to the face.

If Logan had had teeth, they would’ve fallen like chiclets. And not the exploding kind.

Again, Logan tried to grow fungal walls under the ring, but as the mushrooms blossomed, Shador took his staff and hurled it across the room. Right into the last row of seats on the upper deck. “You’re done.”

Logan found his head between Shador’s thighs. The odors in the air didn’t improve there. A squeeze later, flames burst out of his legs, bathing Logan in terrible, all-consuming heat.

Fire was such a bummer.

As the agony hit him like a hammer, Logan had to wonder—who had a flaming thigh power?

Scorched, bruised, broken, squeezed to the point of agony, Logan found himself on his back getting pummeled over and over in the face. Closed-hand punching wasn’t allowed in wrestling, but Lou Shador seemed like the kind of guy to break any rule he didn’t agree with.

Logan’s world became big hairy knuckles.

Then Shador leapt away, and like anime villain, hung in the air. “Nice knowing you, Logan Murray. No. That’s a laugh. It was nice killing you, brother. Gonna go crack your core now and get the good stuff. Oh yeah!”

Shador wheeled around and went zipping across the arena, making a beeline for the scurrying card table with the core gems spinning over it. The wrestler drove a fist through the skull of one of Logan’s Mycotic Shambles, which was impressive because they had humongous heads. Shador’s thighs became infernos, and the other Shamble erupted into flames. Shador lashed out with an ax kick. His foot turned into a literal ax blade in the process, effortlessly hacking off one of the poor mushroom giant’s legs.

The table tried to flee, but Shador was just too fast. The masked menace grabbed the legs and ripped them off at the joint. The tabletop clattered to the floor—though the gemstones continued to circle above.

A few Markalo waddlers bought them precious time, but it was clear that they were all in real trouble.

Two of the clown mushrooms didn’t even bother with their hatchets but simply spray-painted Shador’s knees while four of the Markabooboos—the disturbingly sexy nurse mushrooms—grabbed the table and ran with it through the stands.

Shador quickly dispatched the Markalos, then resumed his chase. It was only a matter of time before he caught their gems and ended the fight for good.

<Logan!> A chorus of voices sounded off in his head. It was the frantic cries of his friends. <Stop him! We’re almost there!>

<Don’t let it end this way!> Marko added. <I don’t want to die in a dungeon with “Slam Fest” as any part of the name. I kinda expected to drown in a barrel of Liverkill in Vralkag.>

One of Logan’s eyes had been burned shut by scorching flames. He had a nasty taste in his mouth, and the stench of Shador’s BO lingered in his senses. Logan glanced down, and he saw a section of the rope had come loose, even while most of the rope had tightened. Without Treacle’s haiku armor, he’d have been squeezed into pieces by now.

Logan had spent months on his ball of twine, and he saw that the loose section of ring rope could be the key to unraveling the whole thing if he lost his armor and worked fast. Dismissing his armor was a huge gamble, but doing nothing was an even bigger gamble. This is what he’d trained for. An impossible situation. Dire consequences. A tangled ball of rope. This was his moment to shine. Muttering the same haiku, he dispelled Treacle’s armor. It dissipated like morning fog in the hot sun and instantly the ropes pulled even tighter. So tight that they ripped through one of Logan’s legs.

The leg squirmed and bucked, rapidly growing limbs of its own—transforming into a snarling Spore Warg, thanks to Logan’s Replicate ability. Even with the oppressive spore cloud hovering above him, at this range, he could still control the beast with his thoughts. The warg locked its jaws around the rope and tugged, shaking its head as it pulled. That life-or-death game of tug-of-war created just enough slack for Logan to get his arms free. He grabbed one end of the rope, fed it through a small loop, and undid the knots with ease.

This was simple compared to the twine. Ha!

He was free in a second. He raised a hand. He didn’t know if he could summon his staff, but if Thor could do it, so could he. Marvel’s god of thunder was basically an A-Class hero with a sacred weapon. Well, so was Logan Murray.

He found the wrestler reaching for the card-table pedestal, clutched in the hands of the fleeing Markabooboos. It was now or never.

Logan pressed his eyes closed and reached outward with his will. As a dungeon core, he had a unique bond with the Tree of Souls, and the staff was simply a sliver of the Tree. Even without seeing, he could feel its energy signature, thrumming and pulsing from the coliseum stands. He sent out a tether of invisible energy and called the staff, called the energy beating within the weapon to return to him.

There was a rattle as the staff flashed across the room and found a home in Logan’s fingers. He opened his eyes with a grin. Then, with a renewed burst of hope, Logan drew in a hurricane of Apothos from his friends. He channeled the surge of power through his core and into the staff. The weapon acted as a conduit, shaping the ungodly amount of raw energy, transforming it into a wall of fungi that manifested directly above Shador. The living wall came crashing down on the wrestler like a 7-Eleven falling out of the sky.

The attack was so strange and unexpected that the wrestler wasn’t ready for it. Shador glanced up at the last second. He surged forward, but was too late, and abruptly found himself buried under the writhing mass of mushrooms.

That allowed the Markabooboos to get the card table back into the ring mere seconds before the Rabid Fanlings tore into them with baseball bats and barbells. With Lou Shador momentarily out of commission, the oppressive presence lingering in the air seemed to ease up. Logan reached out with his thoughts. The last of Logan’s Mycotic Shambles and Destroying Angels rushed forward at his command, throwing themselves against the onrushing wall of Rabid Fanlings.

The two sides collided in a roar like thunder, and sheer pandemonium erupted outside the ring—but the card table and its gemstones were safe for the time being. That was the important thing.

Shador finally shook off the fungal wall that had just clobbered him and transformed once more into the familiar shape of a human cannonball. He went shooting down toward the ring like Mario Kart’s Bullet Bill in Battle Mode.

Logan conjured another fungal wall to block his path, but it was too late.

Shador burst through like a wrecking ball. He plowed into Logan’s chest, knocking him across the ring and into the ropes on the far side. Stars danced across Logan’s vision, and the world seemed to wobble uncertainly beneath his feet. Clearly the masked luchador had used some sort of stun attack. By the time Logan regained his balance, he found himself wrapped up like a Christmas present—this time in one of the wrestler’s wrist wrap tentacles.

Shador closed the distance in a blink. “You’re in the danger zone, brother! You put on quite the show, but now it’s time to bow down to the king.”

Logan’s physical eyes were completely swollen shut, but thankfully his fungal vision allowed him to see with the halo of invisible spores that constantly circled him.

The luchador reared back and was about to repeat the brutal pummeling. But this time Logan didn’t have his reinforced candy armor—there was no way he would survive the beating…

Luckily, the cavalry had come.

A fully restored Treacle burst into the room from the fifth level, falling and shooting with twin jawbreaker machine gun arms at the same time.

Shador retracted his wrist tentacles and tried to use his red cloak as a rudimentary shield, but the cape was so thrashed, it did little to stop the jawbreakers. The luchador staggered back under the onslaught. Bright red welts appeared across his chest, arms, and legs. The jawbreakers couldn’t break the skin, but the sheer volume of them was taking its own toll. As Logan often said, quantity had a quality all of its own.

Logan lay on the floor, glad to have his guardian form still in one piece. Mostly. There was that missing leg to consider. Nothing new there.

Marko’s CCP carriage burst out of the fourth level—it looked like the medieval version of a Fast and Furious movie, with Marko playing the role of Dom Toretto. He sat in the driver’s seat along with several Markalos, who looked relatively calm given the fact that they were in a carriage falling two stories to unforgiving seats and concrete below. But that was because Marko was a master of gravity magic, thanks to his Gravitatious Clownocity ability. Marko leapt out of the window while the car was still in midair and used an invisible, mimed rope to swing to safety with his minions in tow.

As for the carriage, he turned it into an impromptu asteroid filled to bursting with deadly pies of all flavors and assortments. Getting all the way down with the clown, he used the unstoppable power of juggling to drop the carriage on Shador. The ridiculous clown car exploded on impact. A fireball rose up, engulfing Lou Shador and shaking the dungeon. A wave of colorful animal balloons floated upward before popping and raining down acid on the dungeoneer below.

Logan had to admit that Marko’s time in clown college had been time well spent indeed.

As the smoke and fire cleared, Logan caught sight of Lou Shador. The wrestler was still alive, but he’d definitely seen better days. His leotard was in tatters thanks to acid, the thick hair covering his body had been burned away in the flames, and welts covered every inch of his body. It honestly looked like he’d gone ten rounds with a swarm of angry wasps.

And speaking of angry bugs…

Inga fluttered out of her level via a secret tunnel, her body restored. On her back were the Kurrybooboos who’d healed her. She immediately unleashed a merciless barrage of Moonlances on the remaining Rabid Fanlings.

Marko and his clownish minions touched down on the arena floor and turned their attention on Lou Shador’s Fanlings, who were still frantically trying to get into the ring despite Inga’s best efforts. Then Marko started to dance. His hooves clopped in a rhythmic, almost hypnotic, beat and suddenly the Fanlings went still. They stared, slack-jawed and completely entranced by his performance. They didn’t even seem to notice as the Markalos went to work with their hatchets, cleaving limbs and slicing throats.

Brutal. It was like a bad night in Chicago near the United Center during a monster truck rally gone wrong.

Logan got to his feet dizzy, hurting, and half dead. But half dead wasn’t all dead. He stumbled toward the card table lying on its broken legs. He was still missing a leg, so he had to use his staff for balance as he tottered across the ring. He turned, gripping his staff, and prepared to defend the pedestal with his last breath. He’d done his job. He’d given his Kurrybooboos time to heal the guardian forms of his friends, and now all he needed to do was make sure the gemstones stayed safe.

While Marko and Inga dealt with the Fanlings, Treacle reached the ring.

The minotaur broke his fall with telescoping metal legs that took the brunt of the impact. The mechanical leg extensions quickly retracted as the candy-coated minotaur charged across the ring with a thunderous roar. His Cavity Smasher flipped out of his forearm and into his palm.

“Hope you have a good dental hygienist on call,” he said, before smashing the wrestler in the face with the weapon.

Shador reeled drunkenly and spat out teeth, which were already rotting. He tried to use his wrap tentacles, but Treacle taffied them down with his taffy cannon. The sweet smell of the candy tried to dispel the terrible stink wafting off the doomed dungeoneer, but the reek was only getting worse with every hit the luchador took. His body odor attack was clearly working in overdrive.

Marko called from across the room. “Whew! I’ve been cleaning toilets all year long, and I’ve never smelled anything that nasty. Logan, buddy, what did you eat?”

“It’s not me!” Logan protested. But he had been eating. His Kurrybooboos had not only healed his friends, they’d also dragged the bodies of the Glow Brigade members into the digestion pits, hidden away in the bathrooms scattered across the dungeon.

Shador spat out more teeth. “I ain’t goin’ out like this, brother.” Then he showed off a new skill, some kind of sound attack, and it struck Treacle, snapping off a horn and flinging his Cavity Smasher out of his grip. The more Shador talked, the more powerful he became. “I was born to win, and win big, baby. I was taught by the best, so you’ll die like the rest. I will never let anyone say I wasn’t the worst raider they’ve ever fought. And I’ll deal with you trolls, with you idiots, with you weaklings like I deal with my morning bowel movement. By flushing you all away!”

The first row of seats were turned to dust by the wrestler’s righteous rage. Parts of the arena crumbled.

A wave of raw concussive force hurled Logan back and sent his staff flying.

Lou Shador smiled like a TikTok influencer with twenty million views. “Feel the wrath of my Full Media Meltdown!”

He started chanting. “I’m number one! I’m number one!” Those six words shattered the ring and sent Treacle tumbling into the stands.

Inga came soaring down with four Chrysalis swords ready to rend the wrestler’s flesh. She never had the chance. Another “I’m number one!” hit her like an artillery strike and sent her spinning down into the seats.

Shador stormed over and grabbed Logan by both arms. With a sadistic smile, the masked wrestler yanked fungaloid limbs off one at a time. “I’ve had enough of you, brother! I’ve had enough of all your dumb craziness. What kind of dungeon cores are you?!”

Chadrigoth teleported in behind the wrestler. “The terrible kind.”

Before Lou Shador could even blink, the A-Class Ascended Torment Lord drove his sword straight through Lou Shador’s heart. The black blade punched effortlessly through his back and exploded out from his front, bright streaks of crimson lining the edge of the weapon and dribbling down onto the ring. Shador’s eyes went wide in utter unbelief behind the slits of his mask. He sputtered, frothy blood coating his lips.

“Oh no, brother…”

His body went slack as the words left his mouth and the life drained from his body. Logan felt the blast of Apothos from the wrestler’s death until Chadrigoth sucked the energy into his core. That sword was all kinds of Stormbringer, minus the genocidal albino wizard king. Even as an A-Class, Jade Leaf Cultivator, the raw surge of Apothos would’ve destroyed the Ascended Torment Lord—burnt his core to a crisp—but thankfully, Chadrigoth wasn’t alone. The energy passed through him and into Logan’s core. The strain was still immense, but Logan’s core had been purpose-built to handle this type of strain.

With the luchador gone, his minions fell to the ground and turned to ash. Gone as quickly as they’d come. In the distance, there was the last few notes of his hype song—a sad minor-chord version—before it too vanished. All the bad smells vanished as well. A sweet relief even for Logan. The man’s BO had been epic and easily the nastiest fight of Logan’s life.

The entire dungeon was quiet for a minute.

Thanks to the surge of Apothos roaring through him, Logan had already regrown his missing legs. He was also elbow-deep in the process of regrowing his arms. Little stumps with wriggling baby fingers were already taking shape. He pointed a tiny new finger at Marko. “Hey, I heard what you said before. Why didn’t you like the title of our dungeon? It was a Slam Fest, baby. The ultimate Slam Fest.”

Marko sauntered up flanked by the survivors of his Crazy Clown Posse. “Some notes, Logan. First, you can’t do both Slam and Fest. Is it a Slam? Or is it a Fest? Doing both? Show some restraint. Secondly, not sure if the fest part was accurate at all. Was there festing? Was their feasting? A little, thanks to me, but this, in no way, was any kind of festival. The name was inaccurate, but everything else was so amazingly awesome!” The satyr danced a little jig. The happy kind. Not the murder-y kind.

Inga glided in and swept Logan into a tight hug.

Treacle trudged over from the stands and joined them in the ring, looking alive though a bit worse for the wear.

Chadrigoth sheathed his black blade and joined them. “Pretty good, fungus,” he said with a lopsided smile. “Pretty good. And that whole quip I did before I killed the bad guy? Not to brag, but the Tree of Souls suggested it while I was having my visions. It all came back to me before I teleported. What did you think?”

“Awesome. Totally awesome.” Logan reached out his arms. “Bring it in, best friend.”

Both Marko and Treacle rushed over as well, and Inga used all four of her arms to wrap them up in a giant group. They’d done it. It’d been close, but they’d overcome the impossible once again. And although none of them could’ve accomplished such a Herculean feat on their own, together there was nothing that could stop them. Well, almost nothing.

Logan couldn’t help but think about the dark presence he’d felt during his confrontation with the Shadow Billy Scales and then again while squaring off against Lou Shador. There was something dangerous out there in the vastness of the universe. Something powerful. Or something that had been powerful once and was now in hiding. Logan wasn’t sure what it all meant, but he had a strong feeling that he would find the answers in a place no one but him suspected.

It was time for him to head back to Earth.

He pushed thoughts of the malignant presence and a return trip to his home world away. For today, they’d beaten back the dark and it was important to celebrate the victories as they came. And this certainly qualified. It wasn’t twenty minutes later that Tet appeared on the sands of the coliseum above. She called down into the MothalMania XXXIX, “Greetings to the dungeon. I bring interesting news!”

“What kind of news?”

Marko clapped his hands. “A surprise? I love surprises!”
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The first part of Tet’s big surprise wasn’t that shocking.

No one had actually expected them to survive, much less beat Lou Shador and the entire Glow Brigade on the first day of the final round. It was unheard of. Usually, it took weeks to lure a prospective dungeon team to the location, and then the battle could go on for days or even weeks. Honestly, everyone had expected Lou Shador to wipe them all out in hours. And if Logan and the others somehow managed to hold the masked dungeoneer at bay, everyone had expected to see Logan and company wage a long protracted defensive campaign before… you guessed it, dying horribly.

No one—not one person—had expected a total rout on day one.

The second half of the surprise was a bit more pointed. Tet kindly informed them that no one in the administration had actually prepared for an Interschool Tournament victory party. Most of the schools were still in the middle of year-end exams, and it would take days if not weeks to prepare the Arena Suprema for any kind of celebration. Plus, there had been significant supply chain problems, given that so many dungeon cores had died during the competition, and there had been so many funerals.

Everyone had written Thanrass off completely. There was no dungeon core lined up to protect the Celestial Node, and so Logan and his friends couldn’t leave. The Council of Dungeons, however, was busy looking for the perfect guardian to come and set up shop.

Until then, someone had to man the fort, and who better than Logan and his friends? After all, they had protected the node from an S-Class Heartwood Cultivator and his team. The verdict was that Logan and his friends were going to have to wait to be crowned the victors and get their party. And they had no idea how their final exams were going to work, since supposedly, the tournament finals was basically the ultimate test.

Good thing they’d won.

After filling them in, Tet wished them luck and headed back to Shadowcroft, leaving them to mop up the bloody mess from the battle.

So instead of only spending a week on Thanrass, it ended up being quite a bit longer than that, though time didn’t mean much once they got everything set up.

Logan and the others spent the next couple of days resetting both dungeons—real and fake—while Logan’s digestion pits continued to… well, digest the dungeoneers. It was a slower process than usual since Lou Shador and the Glow Brigade were all powerful cultivators with an unnatural amount of Apothos stored away. It was certainly worth the effort, though, both because they were able to reclaim and cycle all of that Apothos and because Logan gained two—yes, two—new abilities, thanks to his Muscle Memory and Arcane Memory features.

From Cruelli DeKill, he received a physical ability called Unbreakable Blocker. When hit by a melee attack, the ability redirected twenty-five percent of kinetic force back at the attacker. Marko had taken to calling it the “Stop Hitting Yourself” aura. The best part was, it traveled with Logan’s consciousness—so any minion he inhabited would have the same skill.

From Edna of the Three Rings, he received a magic ability called Telekinetic Warfare. With it, he could telekinetically bond with up to three weapons. The weapons would draw power from his core and fight on his behalf, so long as they stayed within line of sight of his guardian form.

It was the very same spell that Edna had used to control her three rings.

The Thanrass node turned out to be extremely powerful, and Logan used all that Apothos to make additional improvements to the dungeon. More traps for Treacle’s Candypunk Roller Rink of Madness. Five hundred and sixty-two more circus attractions for Marko’s Circus Disaster. More books for Inga’s Dewey Decimator System. Plus, they added an actual elevator to Chadrigoth’s Hellevator that took passengers to the ground level—or back up to the surface if they lost their nerve. It was always a good idea to give raiders an escape route once they realized they had zero chance of destroying the dungeon.

Logan added extra fungi to the main arena, and a few mannequin waddlers and mannequin angels, which turned to be very unnerving. The dummies alone were creepy. Moldy mannequins covered in glistening mushrooms were exponentially more terrifying.

By the time they were finished, the arena truly was a fungal madhouse. It totally matched the kind of dungeons that Logan thought he’d be creating just three short years ago. To think, he’d gone from a weak little fungaloid to being a Morel Sovereign with mushrooms of mass destruction at his disposal. He loved it when he saw hard work paying off.

Not just hard work, though, but other principles as well—gratitude, acceptance, and service. And of course, esprit de corps. There was no way he’d have been successful without his friends.

Tet returned several days later and graciously took the hellevator down from the tailgate chamber to the main floor of the underground arena. She hurried up to the ring, where Logan was relaxing, sitting cross-legged on the mat in front of the repaired card table where the gems circled.

Tet frowned. “I need to speak to Inga. There has been an emergency. Where is she?”

<Inga, you have a visitor,> Logan sent, trying to maintain his focus as he cycled Apothos through his core using the Boundless Wheel Technique.

Inga responded at once. <Simply re-shelving certain volumes that I wanted to add to the library on the nature of gladiators, arenas, and yes, your professional wrestlers. It seems Edna’s three-ring notebook generates information on its own.>

Inga wasn’t going to stop playing around with her new toy anytime soon. Logan may have inherited Edna’s Telekinetic Warfare spell, but Inga had inherited her massively powerful notebook. It was kind of made for her. Logan honestly couldn’t think of a better prize.

Logan turned to the cat woman. “Inga will be down in a sec.”

Chadrigoth teleported in, his new soul-sucking sword in its sheath. “Hey, Tet. What do you need from Inga?”

Tet shook her head, her whiskers turned down in what mimicked a frown. “I find it rather frustrating that I’m the messenger, but the entire school is otherwise engaged. There is the victory party to plan. And our exams. And the audit.”

Right then, Logan knew what this visit was all about. The audit.

Tet pointed. “Nice sword. I’m assuming it has a name.”

Chadrigoth shrugged. “Not yet, though I’ve been playing with a few names. I got it when I ascended to A-Class. I’ve been calling it the Midnight Blade, but I don’t know if that fits. I think it needs to be something more… diabolical. The Soul Eater? Mournbringer? The Hell Hacker?”

Marko piped up. <We talking about the sword again? I still think the Meanie Blade is perfect. Or how about the Spirit of Slash? Or maybe the Big Ouchie.>

Logan didn’t share any of those ideas. Marko was currently cleaning the bathrooms on his level, which were already sparkling.

Inga came flying down from her level, wings kicking up a small puff of dust as she landed. “What is it, Tet? Is everything quite alright?”

Tet sighed and shook her head. “Professor Nekhbet sent me.”

The moth woman’s antennae went crazy. “Is Bart okay? Oh, is it his heart? He’s so excitable. He works so hard.”

Tet raised a hand to forestall her. “No, nothing like that. But he had questions about a loophole in the tax code that’s two centuries old. Something about faded receipts.”

Inga’s face completely drained of color and lost all emotion. “I was going to read more about that. I didn’t… I didn’t have time. Bart needs me, doesn’t he?”

“I suppose he does,” Tet agreed, though she sounded very indifferent about the whole ordeal. “And Rockheart would’ve come himself, but he’s currently overseeing first-year cultivation exams.”

Inga stood there, looking confused, until the gleam in her eyes hardened into steel. Her antennae pulled in tight. “No. I’m staying here. I’m done with the audit. I don’t care if I fail that class. I don’t care at all.” She marched back and forth across the ring, prowling like an angry lion. “They saddled me with an impossible task, and I killed myself to complete as much of it as I could. I am finished with that. Forever.

“Tell them I have a Celestial Node to protect with my friends. Next Monday, my schedule is free in the evenings. They can book an appointment with me.” She then thought twice. “No. Scratch that. The deadline is this Sunday at midnight, so I suppose Monday won’t work at all. Well, that’s not my problem,” she declared. “If I flunk out of school? So what. I’ve learned what I needed. I could easily take over my own dungeon.”

Chadrigoth nodded, and a thoughtful expression flashed across his handsome, chiseled face. It looked like he had made his mind up about something, though Logan wasn’t sure what.

Tet took one of Inga’s many hands in hers and gave a firm squeeze of solidarity. “I understand. I will tell them what you have said.”

Inga blinked as her eyes glowed. “I… I… yes. Tell them. For the first time in my life, I am going to fail a class. I feel so free. More than that…”

Logan felt the shift in Inga’s core. Her gem, still floating above the pedestal, brightened like a sun going supernova as it spun around and around. The glow became blinding as her power doubled, then tripled. She was ranking up and at an alarming rate. One rank. Two ranks. Three.

Inga laughed merrily, free of stress for the first time in ages. “Yes, I feel free and powerful! I don’t need to do everything perfectly! I don’t even need to do my best. Showing up and doing the right thing is all I ever really need to do. And rest. These past few days have been so… restful.”

Logan couldn’t agree more. They’d been ready for another dungeon team to come calling, but no one had shown up. It had been fun tweaking things, adding a flourish here and a trap there. If this was going to be his life for millennia—just hanging out and guarding a Celestial Node with his friends—well, it would be a great life. And, like Inga said, it was very restful.

Tet’s smile brightened. It was kind of odd for the cat woman to show such elation. “I will pass along your message. However, I don’t think I shall be your last visitor. There was talk of moving the victory party to after the graduations. You might be here for another couple of weeks. I hope you don’t mind.”

Marko came ambling out of the elevator, pushing his cleaning cart, which Treacle had tricked out with all sorts of gadgets. Marko had modified his normal janitorial grays so they looked more mimeish—stripes, a red scarf, suspenders. That’s where his name tag was clipped. He was using less makeup these days, though he liked the little triangles under his eyes, done in black. “A couple more weeks here? I’m fine with that. As long as there’s a huge rager afterward. I’ve been drinking something called Faygo with my Markalos. Good guys. Good guys. It’s been fun. Have to say, they are way more fun than Steve.”

Tet bowed before Marko. “I would love to hear about this Faygo, but unfortunately I must return to Shadowcroft and deliver Inga’s message. The instructors were quite insistent on its importance.”

“I’ll escort you out,” Inga offered.

The two left, and Treacle came down. He set down an orb, and it immediately sprang into a chair. He sat down, and with a switch of a lever, extended out a footrest. “This is the good life. Don’t need any more haikus. I embrace the peace.”

“You just did another haiku, bro,” Marko pointed out.

Treacle smiled.

The party was pushed out another week. Logan didn’t care one bit. In nearly three years, this was the first true break they’d been given. He was going to enjoy it.

Saturday morning, though, all of their professors from across the worlds showed up on their doorstep with clipboards in hand, ready to grade them for their final evaluations. The worst, by far, was Professor Suresh the Merciless. That Rakshasa came with razor-sharp claws and an ax to grind. That ax had Logan’s name on it.
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Saturday morning, Logan and his friends were all in the ring, sitting in a variety of plush, comfy chairs when the professors marched into the arena.

The rector prime, Yullis Rockheart, led the way down the aisle with nearly a dozen other professors in tow. Professor Suresh the Merciful came next, followed by Professor JJ Kobold, who fervently clutched a briefcase with his screenplay tucked away inside.

Logan was surprised to see Professor Ahrah-Koonem Gilligan in the lineup. Gilligan twitched, then took nips from a rune-inscribed flask he’d pulled from a denim jacket that matched his filthy bellbottom jeans. The raccoon man’s tie was a one huge splash of tie-dye that reminded Logan of the Grateful Dead. In complete contrast was Professor Darnol Zeggenerschwar, who was clean-shaven and as squared away as a solider going before for a promotional review board. He wore spit shined black boots, crisply pressed camouflage bottoms, and a black muscle shirt that showed off massive beef-slab arms.

Their professors from Shadowcroft had come, but their teachers from their off-world classes were there as well. Inga’s Cosmic Insect teacher, Professor Slim Thinnerman, a stick insect in a suit. Professor Donald Crucible from Treacle’s armor class—he looked exactly like his brother Ronnalg Crucible—same broad facial features and bushy mustache—with a few notable exceptions. The ogre had dreadlocks, wore paisley armor, and stood in plus-sized Birkenstocks, studded with chunks of iron.

He looked like a pacifist dungeon core all right, which was probably why his armor was so good.

Professor Rick wore his customary golden suit, and he looked completely put together. Ranking up had really helped his confidence. Lori had come along, and she buzzed around him in a black-and-yellow cloud. Rick looked comfortable even though he was traveling with one of the scariest clown entities that Logan had ever seen—Marko’s off-world teacher, Nick Nicklewise. The professor wore horrific makeup that Logan couldn’t look at directly. He was decked out in a custom clown suit with huge fuzzy buttons up the front, though again, Logan didn’t let his gaze linger long.

He didn’t want to risk his sanity.

Marko, though, was thrilled to see his teacher. “Nicklewise! You are killing it with that outfit. You have that it factor. You are living it up.”

Logan opened his mouth to ask about all the emphasis, and then decided against it.

Rockheart snapped his fingers. “Dungeon cores, down from the ring, if you please. Conjure a set of chairs for us up there.” He pointed to a viewing box overlooking the arena floor. “We shall sit, as a panel, to give you an oral assessment and your final grades.”

Professor Suresh rubbed his claws together. “I so enjoy public humiliation.”

Logan was having none of that. “No,” he said matter-of-factly. “This is our inner sanctum, and we’re way too comfortable to move. Let’s all just chat from where we are now.”

Rockheart scowled. “Oh, since you and Mr. Nobleblade are A-Class now, do you think we’re peers now, Mr. Murray?”

“You’re A-Class, and I’m A-Class,” Logan replied with a shrug. “You left the fate of this Celestial Node in our hands against a newly ascended S-Class Dungeoneer, and we won. Yeah, I think we’re peers.”

The gargoyle griffin shook his head. “This is what happens when dungeon cores rank up too fast. They get too big for their discount britches.”

“I’m not wearing pants, Professor,” Logan said.

Marko gasped. “By the party god’s odiferous vomit, you aren’t wearing pants! Have you been naked this entire time?”

Nick Nicklewise giggled. “Oh, Mr. Laskarelis. You are a pistol. A lot of this is for show because it’s being broadcast as we speak to the Arena Suprema. I for one just wanted to see the F-Triple-C Slam Fest for myself. It’s wonderful work. Truly marvelous. Your pies were on point, you literally used the acid flower to defeat your enemy, and I have never been prouder of a student.” Was the clown professor sitting or standing? Logan didn’t know. When he glanced from the corner of his eye, it almost looked like ol’ Nicklewise was composed of otherworldly lights.

Deeply unsettling didn’t even begin to cover it.

Professor Suresh rose into the air, his cape waving behind his three-piece suit. “I, on the other hand, have never been more disappointed. If it were up to me alone, I would fail you in a heartbeat. Every one of the fights came down to the wire. Why, if any of the Ninth Circle had been here, the whole event would’ve been far less fraught with drama. For shame. F-minuses for all of you!”

Professor Darnol glared at the Rakshasa and flexed a powerful bicep—a thunderclap boomed across the stadium in response. “Hear me now, and believe me later, Professor Suresh. These students have ranked, over and over, and they were put through the ultimate workout. The workout of the mind. They did what many certified dungeons could never do, and they deserve our respect for their endurance and commitment.”

Rockheart crossed his arms and scowled at both professors—this evaluation was unorthodox, and he loathed unorthodox.

Professor Rick stood up on chairs in the third row, making him a little easier to see in the throng of towering guardians. “I know, Lori, I’ll tell them. But I want it on record that Logan Murray is the best student I’ve ever had in my class. He’s helped fungaloids who have been stuck for years. He’s an A+ student, as are his friends. I’d go to bat for them any day of the week.”

The floating Suresh’s chuckle was cruel and dismissive. “Well now, Professor Rick, despite your tacky suit, you’re not exactly the gold standard when it comes to academics. You’re not even a real professor. You’re just some dirty adjunct who teaches because he can’t protect.”

Logan jumped off his chair and took a step toward the tiger man. “That’s enough, Professor Suresh. I don’t know why you’re gunning for us, but keep the comments focused on our performance, and not on any of the esteemed faculty here. Whether you like it or not, Professor Rick is your peer too, and I wouldn’t have been able to beat Lou Shador without his help.”

At the word esteemed, Professor Gilligan scratched his ears and then swung at insects that weren’t there. He sat there, twitching, and then took another nip from his flask.

Professor Kobold also got up on his chair, but not before retrieving the screenplay from his briefcase. “Have to agree with Professor Rick. I’ll admit, I’ve been a little distracted this year—I may have even had them watch the entire Devil McClure collection. In truth, it was Inga who basically taught the class. If the dungeoning doesn’t work out, that Marko Laskarelis has a future in voice acting, believe you me. As for Logan, he’s the plucky hero destined for greatness. No, Professor Suresh, it’s A+ City for these kids. Even the Ascended Torment Lord, who spent most of the year slacking.”

Inga lost it. “He wasn’t slacking. He spent the year ascending to A-Class. And he has this sword, the Soul Slayer, that he crafted while he was in his ascension cocoon. Chadrigoth then risked his life to come and help us—which no one else was willing or able to do.”

Chadrigoth nodded. “The Soul Slayer. I love it.”

“He came here against the school’s orders!” Suresh shouted. He pointed a claw at the mothmancer. “And you, Inga, turned your back on your school when it needed you the most. Because of your ineptitude during the audit, we were fined. Luckily, we have had an anonymous donor who handled the penalties.”

“How much was it?” Logan asked.

“Does it matter? You wouldn’t care.” Suresh sneered.

Inga counted off on her fingers. “If I understand the tax codes correctly, the minimum penalty would’ve been eleven ounces of gold, a live chicken, two tablespoons of paprika, and seventeen dragon leather belts of various sizes. Unisex.”

“Twenty-six belts, miss,” Suresh thundered. “And we did have to pay the eleven ounces of gold along with three ounces of silver, uncut, still in the rock, along with one medium-strength healing potion. We’re lucky we didn’t close, no thanks to you.”

Gilligan snapped his fingers. “Rat farts. I gave ’em an extra-strength healing potion.”

The anonymous donor wasn’t so anonymous.

The Rakshasa wasn’t done. “And I’ve noticed that you’re not saying much, Professor Gilligan. During the tournament finals, this lot didn’t use any form of potion, tincture, or powder. Not a single thing from your class. Surely, you’ll have to flunk them.”

Gilligan grabbed a vial of something fizzy and purple from inside his dirty jean jacket. He chugged it down in a single gulp. The air crackled around him with Apothos as he floated upward, twitching and blinking, until he was even with Suresh. He sniffed the Rakshasa. “Smells like Teen Spirit. These jokers? They came to me because the mushroom made his Blue Divine Tincture a bit too well. Then, I had them formulate the lotion, which in turn helped the crochet pervert and the conspiracy theorist psycho goat boy ascend to Azure Branch.

“It should also be known that they came to my office hours. No one has ever been brave enough to come to me during office hours. Which makes perfect sense because of how paranoid I am. Honestly, at first I thought they were narcs, especially the moth woman. Then I thought they were tweakers because of the crochet pervert. Narcs and tweakers, man, my life is just narcs and tweakers. But no. Turns out they were just good students. A+s in my book.”

Professor Kobold waved his screenplay. “In other news, I wanted to share that I finally got some interest, guys. There’s a production company who will give me an offer if I rewrite the whole thing. I’m thinking another five, maybe ten years of edits, and we’ll get the green light.”

Marko gave him the thumbs-up.

Logan was glad he was a dungeon core and not a writer.

Rockheart spoke in a quiet voice. “Professor Crucible. Professor Thinnerman. What about your assessments, hmm?”

The stick insect fluttered up into the air on dragonfly wings, joining Suresh and Professor Gilligan. “Inga Thosa Therian’s use of both insects and arachnids is very impressive, as is her knowledge of multiversal entomological evolution theory. A+. Without a doubt.” He continued to hover there, buzzing.

Professor Donald’s paisley armor swirled with colors, smelling like patchouli and vanilla. “Uh, wow, man. I like how freaky the professors at Shadowcroft are. I thought that most of them had sticks up their posteriors, like my uncomfortably violent brother, Ronnalg. But nope. Some good people work there, outside of the tiger-headed fascist. I enjoyed Treacle’s armor and the runic augmentations. Not much for haiku, myself, I prefer song lyrics. Hey, where’s Treacle’s poetry professor? Did he not make it?”

“Ja. He is here,” Professor Darnol said proudly, still flexing. “I taught that class, ja, though I wanted it kept a secret. I want people to know me for my workouts, not my poetry. I’ve already said that I think Logan is excellent. He took my workouts to heart. He spread the word and let people know how awesome the AMKAP workout is. It will pump up your core like never before.”

Logan tilted his head. “Why didn’t you tell us Professor Darnol was your haiku teacher?”

Treacle shrugged, took out a stalk of wheat, and started munching. “You never asked.”

“Please, professors, take your seats,” Rockheart said with some authority. “We are all impressed with your flying powers, but we have nothing to prove here. That includes Professor Suresh, whom I believe is out of line. However, he has made this grading more dramatic, which helped our viewership. Not that the Council of Dungeons and the interschool tournament committee needed any assistance on that front. The heroes won. The villains lost. Now, little boys and girls everywhere will want to be fungaloids.”

“Yay!” Professor Rick raised a fist. “Mushrooms rule!”

Rockheart looked like he disagreed, but kept his mouth shut on the matter. Maybe he had some cause for worry, Logan thought.

Yes, fungaloids were ridiculously weak at first, but Logan’s connection with the mushroom misfits had taught him that the Symbiotic bond offered dungeon cores a ton of power. That power, in the wrong hands, could be devasting.

Could the rumors of the Spore Lords be true?

Rockheart pointed a talon at Inga. “You, Ms. Thosa Therian, failed your cultivation class. We needed you in the final part of the audit, and you refused to come. What do you have to say for yourself?”

Inga stood with her chin held high. “You gave me an impossible task. Impossible tasks are not meant to be completed. The minute I decided to fail the class, I ascended to B-Class, Rank 6. It was effortless. Obviously, I made the correct choice.”

Rockheart nodded and smiled. “Indeed you did. That was the lesson we wanted you to learn—that your level of perfectionism is toxic. For you, half-assing a task is equivalent to full-assing a task for most people. Compared to someone like Mr. Laskarelis, I would even go so far as to say it’s triple- or even quadruple-assing the task.”

Marko giggled. “He said ‘ass.’”

“You all pass, of course, with flying colors,” Rockheart continued. “The headmaster wanted to pass along his congratulations. You all have earned the party of a lifetime, and we fully intend to give it to you.”

Professor Suresh shrugged and lounged back, his furry feet on the row of seats in front of him. “Well, it was worth a try.”

Anger flashed across Rockheart’s face. “You had your year last year, my friend. This year, it’s the Azure Dragon clan that wins. And I’m glad. For next year, Logan and the Terrible Twelfth will need the boon for their work-study program.”

“If they survive,” Professor Suresh spat.

That was why Professor Suresh came at them so hard. Of course, the Azure Branch would shoot to the top of the leaderboard. Both Chadrigoth and Logan had ascended to A-Class. And the rest of the Terrible Twelfth had made amazing gains that had even outmatched the Backstories.

“What are the final leaderboard scores?” Logan asked.

Rockheart undid a few buttons on his vest and coat to reveal his core. The final scores flashed into the air above them.

The Azure Dragon = 2711

The Crystal Tiger = 2702

The Onyx Tortoise = 2650

The Vermilion Phoenix = 2641

Rockheart went on to explain that there had been an unfortunate death. One of the Backstories, Stu Stirwater the swamp dragon, had been killed. In a truly unfortunate and tragic turn of events, some random monster had managed to crack his core. A freak accident that only added to the tragedy of the Backstories, though they were all working through the trauma and trying to find someone to replace Stu. Logan thought Yeez Tee just might be the perfect addition.

Rockheart said that the entire Azure Dragon Clan would get a boon, but he didn’t say what it was. They were trying to make a deal with some powerful entities that year.

Marko leapt to his feet. “Okay, we got the boring stuff out of the way, so tell me we’re on our way to a party. This has been fun and all, but I gots to get my goat on.”

Nicklewise’s painted grin split wide, revealing rows and rows of twisted yellow teeth. Both his uvula and epiglottis were the gateways to an unimaginable hell of utter torment. “All these teachers did some floating today, but not like we can, Marko. Tonight, you and I are gonna float. Everybody is gonna get real float-y!” He cackled as red balloons emerged from his mouth to hang over the assembly.

It all made Logan nauseous.

He wasn’t the only one. Rockheart covered his mouth with a silk handkerchief. The gargoyle sniffed. “We found a Spartanic Spew to take over protecting this Celestial Node. Leo Needy is a talented slime gladiator that will do well here, we think. You all are free to leave.”

Logan glanced around at the mushrooms, minions, and mannequins. He was going to miss their dungeon on Thanrass. But he also knew that he and his friends were well-suited to dungeon core life. Even Marko, who now had his bathroom cleaning hobby to keep himself calm.

The professors flew up to the ring, and they all mingled and laughed and talked about the very full year. Even Suresh was friendly.

Chadrigoth, though, stood awkwardly off to the side, not saying much.

Something was up with him, and Logan had a gut feeling about what it was.


CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR
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The party to celebrate the end of the Interschool Tournament of Collegial Dungeon Excellence was truly amazing. There were fireworks and a parade where the Terrible Twelfth and Chadrigoth got to practice their princess waves on various floats. The parade kind. Not the Stephen King kind.

After the parade was a tremendous dance party.

Vos Mynih, squid bard drummer and the headmaster of Saudrian’s School of Guardians, took care of the music with help from Marko and Nick Nicklewise. The terrifying clown dungeon core played his accordion with the terror turned down to about a nine—making it just bearable. He and Marko did a whole set of polka music, which is the least or most horrifying music genre depending, on where you’re from. Marko kindly chose not to play a song that might summon anything Lovecraftian. He only summoned the love.

The entire Arena Suprema had become the largest dance club, open bar, and multiversal buffet in existence. The place was packed with fans, press, and pretty much the entire student population of every university that even flirted with being accredited by the Council of Dungeons.

There were liches doing keg stands, nerdy Abaddon Archivists doing line dances, and one slime giant was trying to eat all of the bean dip with a shovel. That had to be stopped.

At one point, the Gelatinous Knight and Nemoy were kicked out of the party for starting a mosh pit in front of the band. While they had takers in some of the beefier dungeon cores as well as a full squad of Markalos, slam dancing wasn’t encouraged.

To make sure that the dance party hit all the middle school tropes, Jimi Magmarty and Lady Elesiel left in a huff after creating a scene with Chadrigoth. Not that the Torment Lord engaged with them—he was beyond their petty squabbles. Either way, the earth golem and the undead elven queen did this big dramatic exit and made sure everyone saw them because they were so important after all. Logan had to admit, if there were prizes for douche bag prom king and nightmare prom queen, those two would win.

The heroic fungaloid watched the whole thing from the buffet table. He was sniffing the clam dip, hoping that it had turned in the heat of all the dancing and celebration, when Professor Rick and the rest of his misfit mushroom class came running in to jump on him.

Yeez Tee had changed outfits—he wore a black suit with a tie, no hat and no cape, and he was looking good for a bald fungaloid with trust issues. He had a big smile that showed brown teeth. “You did it! You helped me even when I didn’t want your help! You have done the impossible!”

Logan hugged the troubled mushroom man. It was nice to see someone on the right end of their character arc. He planned on talking to both Shadowcroft and Rockheart to see if they would accept Yeez as a transfer student. He’d be perfect for the Backstories.

Pewig Bulge came over to hug them both—as a fungal basilisk he’d grown by at least thirty percent, had some nice chitinous scales, and his breath smelled divine. To Logan, at least. Most people would’ve had to do a saving throw versus gross or else they’d lose their lunch.

Logan also thought that Pewig would be a good addition to Shadowcroft.

Amanda Pears was blinking, mouth open, embracing her perpetual state of shock and surprise. “Can you believe this party? Can you believe you won? Can you believe we all ranked up like five slots?”

Gary Bernardii had one hand in a veggie tray and one hand on a fruit plate. His hand mouths did the rest. “Not five, Amanda. But a bunch. This has been the best and most productive misfit mushroom class we’ve ever had!”

Luco Paxillus, who was mostly cap and nose, removed Gary’s hands from the table. “Come on, Gare, use a plate like the rest of us. No one wants your spores in their food.”

Trio Trio Trio wiggled its pale, mottled body over next to Luco. Trio’s reddish head was smiling. “I love spores in my food! Bring on the spores!”

The second, blackish head, narrowed its eyes. “In the end, spores in the soufflé won’t matter at all. We’re one of the most powerful forces in the universe for death and decay. We’re going to eventually eat all these people anyway.”

The pinkish head swayed left and right like a confused snake. “Yes. I look at them, and all I see are death. Gary’s greasy fingers are the least of their worries. All shall know our sweet kiss.” Pinky grinned. “Kissing is hard if you don’t have lips.”

Logan found that whole exchange a bit disconcerting.

“Okay, Lori, I’ll ask him. Sheesh!” Professor Rick hooked a thumb at the black and yellow spores around him. “Logan, um, are you going to have time to help tutor me and the fungaloids next year?”

Logan wasn’t sure of his schedule for the next year. All he knew was that he had a work-study program, which seemed like an internship for an established dungeon. Logan had definite plans for that. He only hoped the mysterious boon would help him and his friends survive whatever murderous shenanigans the universe had to throw their way.

When Logan didn’t answer right away, Professor Rick’s face fell. “Oh, well, I’m sure you’ll be busy.” He shuffled his feet awkwardly. “I’m just glad that we had you this year.”

Logan grabbed Rick’s arm. “No, Professor, I just don’t know what I’ll be doing. But I’m pretty sure I can squeeze you and the rest of the class into my schedule. It’ll be fun.”

“See, Lori, I knew he’d say yes.” He pumped an arm in celebration. “And you thought he’d forget all the little people now that’s he’s big time.”

The spore cloud buzzed angrily around the professor.

Professor Rick waved her away. “Ugh, the old ball ’n’ chain is frisky tonight.”

That didn’t make Lori any happier.

Logan finally found some potato salad that had definitely turned, and he ate it with his fingers while he watched Yullis Rockheart dance with his sweetie, a very dazzling Arketa the Hellgazer. The gorgon had a sparkling red dress that matched her brilliant sparkly sunglasses. Rockheart was in a suit to match, and he had sunglasses perched above his horns. They were easily the best dressed couple in attendance. Arketa had all the dance talent. Rockheart danced like a union welder at his niece’s wedding reception.

Logan wasn’t surprised to see the nine-tailed fox girl, Ji-Soo—dungeon hunter and probably the happiest assassin in the multiverse—getting down, but he was surprised to see her dancing with Professor Zuzanna Zantho, the militaristic pixie who had taught their Offensive Dungeon Design Course the year before. The Fairy Fetch had traded her ancient Greek armor in for a dress that Helen of Troy might’ve worn. The two looked good.

Near them were Inga and Tet, smiling and moving to the music.

Inga tried her best to get Professor Nekhbet to join in, but that was never going to happen. Bart was in deep conversation with a collection of Shadowcroft professors including Suresh, Darnol, and Professor JJ Kobold.

She did, however, somehow lure Treacle onto the dance floor.

Logan caught Professor Gilligan tipping a vial into the fruit punch. The raccoon grinned. “Just a little antiseptic.” He shot Logan a wink. “You might like all the bacteria in this place, but there’s a deadly strain of Corvic 19 going around. Doing my part for the public health.” The strange furry guy capped the vial and shuffled off, shooing away flies that weren’t there and ducking a lot.

Logan wasn’t sure if Gilligan was telling the truth or not. It seemed that Ahrah-Koonem Gilligan was both all right and all wrong.

Chadrigoth came over and stood with his arms across his chest. He was wearing a tuxedo, customized to fit his muscled body. Most tuxedos didn’t come with sheaths, but this one did, and his sword, the Soul Slayer, hung from his hip.

Logan and Chadrigoth watched the dancing, when out of nowhere, the Torment Lord sighed. “No easy way to say this, best friend, but I’m not coming back next year. Heck, I’m leaving now. Just wanted to say goodbye.”

Logan turned. “Come on, Chadrigoth, it’s one more year. I know you and I don’t exactly need Shadowcroft anymore, but it won’t be the same without you.”

The Torment Lord shook his head. “No, bro. I knew this time would come. Shador was in such a hurry on Chorch—that was where Wintersylver died—that he didn’t drain the Celestial Node dry. Someone needs to go and protect it. Talked with Shadowcroft, and I got his approval. Even Professor Rockheart agrees. Ancient demon underneath a temple? It totally fits. I’m going to have so many cool traps, and I’m thinking catacombs, maybe add some undead. I got some necromantical powers when I ascended.”

Logan nodded and patted the Torment Lord on the back. They were the same size now. But Logan’s fingers were full of congealed potato salad. That spoiled mayonnaise had such a nice tang. Logan had to wipe some salad off Chadrigoth’s back. “Uh, sorry, got a little salad on ya. I get it, Chadrigoth. You’re going to do great.”

The demon nodded. “I think I really will. You know, a little over a year ago, I think the solitude would’ve killed me. I needed an audience. I needed everyone to know I was the best. But the past couple of weeks in the Slam Fest, I could’ve been there alone with my minions. And if I get lonely, I’ll send you a GoogazonFace message. You’re on GoogazonFace, right?”

“Just learned about it, but I’ll figure it out.” Logan knew things were going to change, but he’d wanted to enjoy the status quo a bit longer. That wasn’t going to happen. “Thanks for sharpening me, best friend.”

“Metal sharpens metal,” Chadrigoth replied. A single man tear trickled down the Torment Lord’s face. “Metal sharpens metal.”

Chadrigoth vanished in a cloud that smelled vaguely of Polo cologne and sulfur. He’d upgraded from the Axe body spray.

Logan was sad, but he knew that the Torment Lord would do well. Of course, their paths would cross again. From what he understood, every century or so, there were conferences for working dungeon cores. Kind of like DragonCon for guardians, except it wouldn’t be Atlanta in September. It would be someplace cooler, like one of the levels of hell. Logan ate more potato salad while he reminisced about the rocky relationship road he’d walked with Chadrigoth.

However, no end-of-the-year party would be complete without Skip Shadowcroft shuffling over to him with a knowing smile carved into his wizened face. “Logan Murray, I so apologize for not coming to your aid. If this Lou Shador fellow had killed you, I wouldn’t have been able to forgive myself. Well, that’s a bit much,” he mused. “I would’ve gotten over your death eventually. It would’ve taken a long time, however, because I’ve grown surprisingly fond of you. You’re very plucky, you know, and I quite admire that.”

Logan had to chuckle. “You all certainly have a cavalier attitude toward life and death.”

Skip swept up some pita chips and hummus in his stick fingers. “It is not cavalier at all—I simply have the benefit of perspective. For we all shall be united in the Tree of Souls, which means there are no real goodbyes. Do you want to know a secret, Mr. Murray?”

“What’s that, headmaster?”

“Even in death, we can do wonderful things.” Shadowcroft waggled his grassy eyebrows at Logan. “But let’s you and I stay alive a bit longer, shall we?”

“Let’s,” Logan agreed. “You know, next year, I want my work-study program to be on Earth.”

“Earth?” Shadowcroft shrugged, chewing on his pita chips. “I have never heard of such a place.”

“Uroth,” Logan grumbled in resignation.

Shadowcroft’s face lit up. “Yes. Uroth. Of course. The Marvel movies. Did I mention that Thor: The Dark World is the most historically accurate of those films? I have a special edition of the video crystal.”

Logan wasn’t going to let himself get sidetracked. “Yeah, I know, but I’m serious about going back to Uroth. There’s some weird connection between my homeworld, Billy Scales, and Lou Shador. He and his Glow Brigade got most of their powers from Earth. I’m sure of it.”

Shadowcroft scowled, and the flowers on his head drooped a little. “To even mention Billy Scales puts a terrible damper on this celebration. We shall speak of next year, next year. I will say this, though, Logan Murray. On Uroth, I believe you will find mysteries unknown. You will unravel secrets that have been hidden for millennia. You’ll embrace a destiny undreamed of by mortal dungeons. Yes, I do believe you will return to Uroth, but there will be some who will not like the idea.”

“Why won’t they like it?” Logan asked.

The headmaster rolled his eyes. “Because Uroth has a laughable, miniscule amount of Apothos. If there are Celestial Nodes there, they are so weak as to be undetectable. To send an A-Class Jade Leaf cultivator to such a world is beyond foolish.”

Logan wasn’t surprised there would be pushback, but his mind was made up. “Why did you say all that prophetic stuff? About secrets, and destiny, and all that. What do you know that I don’t?”

“Not a thing,” Shadowcroft said. “But doesn’t it sound better than promising you a Mexican pizza from Taco Bell? I hear they brought them back for a limited time.”

However much Logan liked the Mexican pizza, he had to admit that the prophetic words were much more fun.

Shadowcroft patted Logan on the shoulder and got some hummus on him. “Sorry. But as I said, we shall deal with your fourth year in your fourth and last year. As for the summer, Rockheart has once again requested your services, our bathrooms will never be cleaner, thanks to Mr. Laskarelis, and word has it that Mr. Glimmerhappy is opening a candy shop in Vralkag. Madame Ori Gammi has requested Inga again, but I want her to take the summer off. She did well with her cultivation task. Also, my office has never been more orderly. Admitting you can’t do the impossible makes all things possible.”

“Well put,” Logan mused. He and his friends had come so far. Inga was B-Class, Rank 6, only one rank away from unlocking more of her astral moth powers. Both Marko and Treacle had ascended to Azure Branch, Rank 10. Logan still couldn’t believe he’d made it to Jade Leaf. He’d even hit Rank 9 thanks to the abundance of Apothos he’d siphoned off Lou Shador and his squad of miscreants.

They’d all come so far.

Treacle opening a candy shop? This was news to Logan, but he wasn’t surprised. Treacle Glimmerhappy had truly embraced his past, which had allowed him to waltz into the future without a care in the world.

Lolozi Webbs came over and enticed Shadowcroft into a dance. The headmaster left to boogie like a Tolkien ent with disco fever.

Marko came rushing over. “It’s time to cut loose, mushroom! You might be all fancy and A-Class now, but that will only make your moves sweeter!” Marko was sweating, and he was holding hands with a cute clownish girl—decked out in more Harley Quinn cosplay, though less murder-y than the Grand Jester.

“I’m Punchie Inella. It’s a pleasure to meetcha!” Her grease paint was a little moist, but she seemed nice enough. And at least she didn’t emit an aura of absolute terror like Professor Nicklewise.

“The pleasure’s all mine,” Logan replied.

Marko waved a finger. “Don’t fight me on this, Logan Murray. You’re dancing!”

Logan grinned. “I think I got a little extra agility thanks to digesting a certain roller derby archer we all knew and hated. Let’s do this!”

Logan dazzled the party as he grooved over to Inga, Treacle, and Tet.

Marko and his girlfriend for the night joined them, and they all danced to music of the multiverse.

Logan wondered at Shadowcroft’s prophecy. He felt like there was some truth to it. But who knew for sure? Only time would reveal some mysteries. Tonight was for partying. For relaxing. For embracing life and celebrating its victories. Tomorrow he and his friends could delve deeper into the untold secrets of the universe. And maybe grab a little Taco Bell. Taco Bell always sounded good—even to a mushroom.

Logan didn’t know what their final year would bring, but he’d face it with his friends at the best and weirdest dungeon academy in the entire Ashvattha multiverse.
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