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For Kieu and Heidi







~ INTRODUCTION ~



MY NAME’S COOP COOPERSON, AND I’m the only human at Dungeoneer Academy. What’s Dungeoneer Academy? you ask. A school for kids to learn the ropes of being an explorer in the Land of Eem, a place full of different species of people, as well as monsters, mazes, mayhem, and maybe even a little magic! Cool, right?

Every class at Dungeoneer Academy is divided into four teams, each with its own color: red, blue, yellow, and green. I’m on the Green Team!

Together my friends and I go on amazing adventures to discover forgotten ruins and find lost treasures… all while encountering strange creatures and characters (some nice, some not so nice).

This book you’re reading now is basically my personal adventure journal. And my best friend, Oggie, draws all the pictures. So if you’re up for a wild ride, strap in! Because at Dungeoneer Academy… adventure is our favorite subject.
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CHAPTER 1




THAT’S IT, I’M DEAD MEAT. I know, I know. The story literally just started, but I am TOAST. In fact, we all are.

Need proof?

Check out the gnarly creature chasing me and my friends.

That thing’s called a ramgore.

Extremely grumpy. And do you see those horns? Trust me, you don’t want to be on the business end of those horns.

That’s me, Coop—front and center. Coop Cooperson. Yes, my name is really Coop Cooperson. And if you didn’t already know, you’re reading my adventures. I keep a journal of everything that happens to me. Mainly because I’m the only human kid ever at Dungeoneer Academy.
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My best friend, Oggie—he draws all the pictures. That’s him on the right. The tall bugbear, eyes wide and panting hard. He’s basically, like, the best artist in the whole school.

Next to Oggie is Mindy. She’s an imp. And right now she’s struggling to keep up because of that giant backpack of hers. Weighs her down like an anchor. Who wears a backpack that huge, filled with that much random stuff? Mindy, that’s who. She says it’s because a dungeoneer needs to be prepared for anything. Which is true. But one thing I’ve learned over and over again in my short time here at Dungeoneer Academy… you also need to be prepared to run for your life!

Luckily, Daz is there to give Mindy a hand as we leap for the slimy rock wall in front of us. Daz is a boggart, and easily the most awesome of our team. She’s smart, fast, skilled… and, well, kinda cute.

Wait a minute—I can’t be thinking about cute girls at a time like this! Get your head in the game, Coop! Your future at Dungeoneer Academy is riding on this. All of our futures are!

I clamber up the slimy surface of the wall, and almost slip to my doom. But my hands find a firm grip, and I barely pull myself out of harm’s way as the ramgore slams its mighty horns into the wall with a THUD!

Whew! That was close. But there’s no time to rest. We run full speed ahead into the next hallway, and out of nowhere this green, stinky gas pours from a vent in the stone walls. Ick! A gas trap! It smells like an ogre ate a trash salad sandwich and burped in my face. We’ve got to keep moving.

“Wait!” Mindy yells.

CLICK!
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I accidentally step on a pressure-plate! Something sharp and pointy whizzes by my head.

[image: Image]

CLICK! WHIZZ! WHOOSH!

We dash forward, not even watching where we step! Gouts of flame blast from jets in the floor and ceiling! We weave through them, the fire so hot it burns my nostrils.

All of a sudden a pendulum blade swings toward us from the darkness above.

“Duck!” yells Oggie.

We dive out of the way. Well, everyone except Mindy. She hits the floor, and her humongous backpack tumbles onto her head. The pendulum narrowly misses slicing her in two.

“Mindy!” I scream.

“I’m fine!” she says, muffled under her backpack.
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The pendulum sways back and forth above her like an old tire swing. Well, an old, razor-sharp, murderous tire swing.

“Just stay down!” I reply. She’ll be fine if she doesn’t move. But we’ve got to press on. Time is against us.

We charge forward, and next thing I know, Oggie sticks out his big furry arm to stop me from plunging down into a pit.

“Whoa. Thanks, pal!” I say.

“Don’t mention it,” says Oggie. He sighs.
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“Just follow my lead.” I take a step back and jump to the first platform in front of us.

Daz leaps right behind me as I leap to the second platform, and Oggie follows her.

Now, I should probably explain something about Oggie. Oggie is superstrong, and like I said before, he’s a great artist. Oh, and of course he’s the best friend anyone could ever ask for. But Oggie… well, he’s kinda clumsy. He says he’s still growing into his body, and sometimes his big old feet can’t keep up with his brain.

And that’s exactly what happens as he leaps from one platform to the next. Oggie’s feet go all wonky, and he spins out of control like a dizzy ballerina.

BAM! Oggie accidentally bumps into Daz, and she loses her footing too. I turn around, but there’s nothing I can do. They both go tumbling into the murky water below with a SPLASH!

“Oggie!” Daz yells as her head bobs up from the water. She’s clearly frustrated.

“Sorry, Daz.” Oggie is soaking wet and looks about a hundred pounds thinner.

“Whatever,” Daz mutters under her breath. She turns my direction as I bound to the other side of the chasm.
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And then it’s all up to me.

But just when I think there’s time to take a deep breath and get my bearings, I hear the sound of grinding stone so loud that it rattles my bones. I glance behind me and see a giant boulder rolling down a ramp from above. My legs feel like jelly, but if I don’t move now, I’ll be pancake batter!

The boulder slams on the ground where I was just standing a second earlier, and the whole dungeon shakes like an earthquake. Small rocks pelt me from the ceiling, and I can’t help but scream. I dart through the dark tunnel as the boulder barrels behind me just a few feet away.

Then I see it. The glowing pink gem. It’s sitting on a golden pedestal at the other end of a pit. By the look of things, I’ll need to swing on a ropy vine hanging from the ceiling to get to the other side of the pit. I don’t have a moment to think.

But right before I jump, I make the dumb, dumb, DUMB decision to look down. Staring back at me from the darkness below is a giant spider. I stop in my tracks. My knees start shaking. I can see its ooey, gooey mandibles glistening in the dark. Did I mention I hate spiders? Like, really hate them?

So, this is where I actually die. I know I said I was toast earlier, but I really think I’m going to have to end it here, folks. I never should have enrolled in Dungeoneer Academy. No Junior Dungeoneer Badge is worth this! I mean, I certainly didn’t expect that I would die in my first semester! Maybe I’m just not cut out for this stuff.
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As I contemplate my mortality, I hear the faint voices of my friends echoing through the dungeon. “Come on, Coop! You can do it!” they say. “You’re our last chance!” And suddenly I’m filled with a little bit of hope.

At least enough to leap out of the way of the rolling boulder before it flattens me!
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Only trouble is, I didn’t have a running start. I barely grab hold of the vine and cling for dear life. But without any momentum? I can’t swing to the other side!

“Come on!” I wiggle on the vine like a worm on a hook. I’ll never get the gem now.

Falling into a dark pit is bad enough, but worse than that… I’m about to be spider food. The giant spider’s fangs foam and froth as it inches toward me. My sweaty hands slip, and I slide down the vine.
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CHAPTER 2




SO THERE I AM DANGLING ten feet above the slathering jaws of a humongous spider, when suddenly the lights switch on. No, I don’t mean I get some bright idea about how I’ll defeat the eight-legged beast and somersault heroically across the pit.… I literally mean the lights. Everything turns bright, and time is up.

FWEEEEEEEET!

It’s the unmistakable sound of Coach Quag’s whistle, followed by his gruff voice. “All right, recruits! The Trial Gauntlet is over! Get him down from there!”

Coach Quag shakes his head in disappointment as a mechanical platform slowly extends across the pit below my feet. I let go of the vine and drop to solid ground, my hands sore from clenching so long.
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Below me, the giant spider skitters up the walls of the pit to Coach Quag.

“Mr. Fang,” says Coach Quag to the spider. “Thank you for your time. You can resume your duties in the library.”

Okay, so I have a confession to make. Maybe the giant spider wasn’t really about to eat me. But he sure looked scary! You try swinging across a pit with a menacing, ten-foot spider looking up at you. Oh, and while you’re at it, let this sink in. Dungeoneer Academy has a giant inkpot spider for a librarian. And his name is Mr. Fang.

[image: Image]

A shudder goes down my spine as the monstrously huge Mr. Fang glares at me. I see my horrified reflection quadrupled in his black eyes. I gulp. Spiders really creep me out.

Coach Quag returns his attention to me. “Pitiful! Just pitiful! I’ve seen some poor performances in the Gauntlet before, but that was just… BAD.”

By now you’re probably wondering what in the world Coach Quag means by “the Gauntlet.” The Trial Gauntlet is our version of a pop quiz. It’s basically a tricked-out obstacle course that pushes your physical and mental skills to the limit. Coach Quag says it’ll whip us into shape and turn us into dungeoneers for real.

What exactly is a dungeoneer? you ask. Well, for me to really answer that question, you’ll need a bit of a history lesson on the Land of Eem. That’s where we live. It’s a big continent full of monsters, mazes, mayhem, and maybe even a little magic, if you know where to look!

So sit back and let me take you on a journey into the past. It all started a long time ago. Like, a really, really long time ago, back when there were enchanted forests, magical wizards, fire-breathing dragons, and whole cities made of gold. Oh, and there were lots of humans everywhere. But then something really bad happened, and everything changed.

My mom called it the Cataclysm, which I think is just a fancy word for “HUGE DISASTER.” Professor Clementine told us that there was a big war and the Land of Eem became cursed. The cities of gold crumbled, the enchanted forests faded away, and I guess all the wizards and dragons disappeared too. And the humans, well, there’re not so many of us anymore. All of our history was lost, for the most part. Buried under a thousand years of dirt. But every once in a while, something special turns up, like an artifact or a shiny piece of treasure! And that’s where dungeoneers come in.

We dungeoneers are professional explorers (well, I’m not a professional yet, of course) who dedicate our lives to the discovery of the world that used to be. We’re part archaeologists and part adventurers, who embark on quests to find lost cities, historical relics, strange new creatures—and piece together the mysteries of the forgotten world.

Dungeoneer Academy itself is located underground in a place called the Underlands. Which is basically exactly what it sounds like. A whole world beneath our feet where caves and tunnels all intertwine like a big maze. A place where giant underground cities carved out of rock bustle with all sorts of species of people going about their daily lives. It’s pretty cool.

To be perfectly honest, though, living underground as the only human at the school has been a bit of an adjustment. I’m used to fresh air, tall grass, and babbling rivers, but I guess if you replace fresh air with musty egg farts, tall grass with jagged rocks, and babbling rivers with burbling slime, it’s close enough. Besides, if you really want to be a dungeoneer, then Dungeoneer Academy is the place to be.
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It’s pretty much this amazing adventure school where we study subjects like Dungeons and Mazes, Combat and Tactics, Creatures and Critters, Riddles and Runes, Myths and Legends, and of course, Swords and Sorcery! Plus there are six grade levels at Dungeoneer Academy: recruit, junior, scout, cadet, apprentice, and explorer. Me? I’m a lowly recruit. But by the time we graduate, we’ll all be full-fledged dungeoneers. Ever since I was little, I’ve dreamed of being one. Discovering lost civilizations, delving into mysterious caves, finding buried treasure.

But I digress! It looks like story time is over, because Coach Quag is NOT looking happy. You can tell by the vein pulsing in his forehead. I’ve seen it so many times, I decided I should give it a name. Everyone, meet Moe the pulsing vein.
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“That was just awful! Worst Trial Gauntlet I’ve seen in years. Face it, Cooperson. You’re a screwup.”

“A screwup?” (I think that’s a little harsh, wouldn’t you say?)

Coach Quag growls like a manticore. “You hesitated! Real dungeoneers don’t hesitate. When a dungeoneer hesitates, it could be their last mistake. After all, fortune doesn’t favor the hesitater. Fortune favors the bold!”

“Sorry, Coach.” My voice is so quiet, I can barely hear myself.

“Sorry doesn’t cut it, recruit. I mean, you spoiled a perfectly good opportunity to leap heroically across a pit, for goodness’ sake! And what did you do instead?”

By now the rest of the class has piled into the room. The usual suspects. Blue Team, Yellow Team, and Red Team, all wearing their color-coded neckerchiefs. UGH. Red Team. They’re the worst.
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“Um… I froze?” I reply to Coach Quag, my voice warbling in my throat.

“That’s right, you froze!” he barks back. “And to make matters worse…”

Uh-oh. Coach is really mad now. I think Moe is about to burst once and for all as Coach Quag pounds his clipboard. But then he calms himself down with a loud sigh, and Moe retreats from view for a moment.

“To make matters worse, you left your party behind!” Coach grimaces and points behind me to Oggie, Mindy, and Daz, who are all looking the worse for wear. “Not that they fared any better…
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“That’s two tenets of the Dungeoneer’s Code you messed up in a single run, Cooperson! Do you even remember the Dungeoneer’s Code?”

Do I remember it? Of course I remember it! The Dungeoneer’s Code is the ultimate standard of what it means to be a dungeoneer. It defines the dos and don’ts of dungeon exploration and exemplifies the dungeoneer spirit of adventure. There are ten tenets of the Code. The first three tenets are what we call the Big Three. They’re kinda like our goals and objectives while out in the field. The next seven tenets help guide us when things get a little hairy.


~ THE DUNGEONEER’S CODE ~


	Discover new life and lost civilizations.

	Explore uncharted places.

	Unearth and preserve our collective history.

	Expect the unexpected.

	Never split the party.

	Always check for traps.

	Every problem has a solution.

	Every dungeon has a secret door.

	Cooler heads prevail.

	Fortune favors the bold.





“So which two tenets did you utterly and miserably neglect?” Coach leans forward mere inches from my face. That vein. It’s like Moe is trying to communicate with me. I can’t stop staring.
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“That’s right! Now take a good look, recruits. What did we learn today?” Coach Quag folds his arms and furrows his eyebrows as he addresses the rest of the students. They just stare at me like I’m some kind of weirdo. I mean, sure, I’m the only human kid at Dungeoneer Academy. Everyone else is a boggart, goblin, bugbear, imp, dratch, shrym, or welkin.
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But I’m not a weirdo, am I?

Then it happens. Zeek raises his hand.
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Zeek and Axel are the bullies of Red Team. Zeek’s the leader and Axel’s the muscle. They’ve both been on my case ever since I enrolled in Dungeoneer Academy, but Zeek’s the meanest.

Zeek steps forward, grinning with that mouth full of sharp teeth. “You hear that, everyone? Spiders! What a wimp!” Everyone laughs.

Great. Just great. Now everyone knows I’m afraid of spiders. Literally my second-worst nightmare, behind, you know, actual spiders.

“Don’t listen to that jerk,” Oggie says, putting a giant furry hand on my shoulder.

“Thanks, big guy.” I can always count on Oggie to have my back.
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Oggram Twinkelbark, “Oggie” for short, is my best friend. I told you that already, right? Anyway, he comes from a long line of mighty bugbear warriors. In fact, Oggie’s dad is the CWO (chief warrior officer) of their village—bugbears that dwell in the eastern mountains and spend their free time wrestling ettins and smashing boulders with their foreheads.

Oggie’s not much for boulder head-bashing or ettin wrestling, though. He may look big and tough, but Oggie’s a big softie. Like I said, Oggie is an artist. When he’s not drawing the cool pictures in this here adventure diary, you can usually find him reading the comics in Dungeoneer Magazine, or chowing down on orch rinds. Maybe both at the same time!
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“Besides, as far as spiders go, Mr. Fang isn’t so bad,” Oggie says, trying his best to make me feel better. “Not all inkpot spiders are dangerous, you know.”

“ ‘Not all are dangerous’ implies that SOME are still dangerous,” I reply. “You do realize that?”

Oggie smiles. “You’re hopeless.”

At that moment, Coach Quag blows his whistle to quiet everyone down. “Now listen up, recruits. Today was just the Trial Gauntlet. And a good thing too! Because if you fail the FINAL Gauntlet, not only will you NEVER receive your Junior Dungeoneer Badge, but… you’ll be expelled.”

The whole class gasps.

This can’t be for real. Expelled?

“Being a dungeoneer isn’t some happy-go-lucky walk in the park! Being a dungeoneer is serious business. Life-and-death! You slip on a rock? You’re dead! Fall into a pit full of spikes? You’re dead. Swallowed by a gwarglebeast?

Arnie Popplemoose, a squirrely shrym on Blue Team, gulps. “You’re dead?”

“Wrong! You’ll be roasted alive in its belly for three days! Then you’ll be dead,” barks Coach Quag. “So listen up, and listen up good! If you can’t even pass the rinky-dink Trial Gauntlet, you’ve got no place bein’ out in the field on a real-life quest. It would just be irresponsible of me to let that happen. Better to just send ya home back to your mommies and daddies or whoever the heck your legal guardians happen to be, okay?

“I’m looking at you, Green Team.” Coach Quag gives us the evil eye. Oggie, Mindy, Daz, and me. But mostly me. At least that’s what I’m thinking. I’m the one who let everyone down.

“All right, recruits. Class dismissed!” Coach Quag hollers and blows his whistle. “Lunchtime! Go get yourselves some protein! And practice your lunges!”

As most of the other students pile out of the Trial Gauntlet chamber, I just stand there and stare down at the giant spiderweb in the pit. Mr. Fang is gone, but I’m still shaken up.

“Looks like spiders are the least of your troubles, eh, Coop?” Zeek narrows his eyes, and that smug, sharp-toothed grin widens. “I see expulsion in your future. Just like Dorian Ryder.”

“Dorian who?”

“You really don’t know?” Zeek scoffs. “Dorian Ryder was the first human at Dungeoneer Academy, and the WORST student the school has ever seen.”
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Dorian Ryder? Another human? I had no idea. I wonder why no one ever told me.

I know I shouldn’t pay Zeek any mind, but for some reason his words stick with me like gutter-snail glue. What if he’s right? What if I really don’t belong at Dungeoneer Academy?

“Shut up, Zeek.”

Zeek and I both turn and see Daz standing with her hand on her hip.
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Dazmina Delonia Dyn. But don’t call her that to her face. Just “Daz.” She’s basically the coolest person I know. Daz is like a born dungeoneer. The MVP of Green Team, for sure. And check this out. Daz is also great with animals. That’s, like, her thing. She has a pet.

Only thing is, Daz pretty much keeps to herself. Which makes it hard to really get to know her. Which I totally want to do because, well… I kind of like her. Like, like like her. You know what I mean. What’s not to like, right? Wait, I’m not blushing, am I? Please say I’m not blushing! Worst nightmare number three… Daz finds out I like like her. Now, that would be embarrassing.

Zeek shuffles his feet. Even he doesn’t want to mess with Daz. Gosh, she just keeps getting cooler.

“Psh! Whatever,” scoffs Zeek. “Later, losers. And, Coop? Better watch out for spiders when you go beddy-bye!” Zeek and Axel laugh like hyenas as they walk off.

Before I can say thanks to her, Daz has disappeared too.

“Hey, Coop! Over here!” Oggie hollers, waving to me. “You coming or what? It’s mystery casserole day!”

My stomach churns at the thought. “Yuck,” I groan. “I don’t know how you eat that stuff, buddy. You know, I bet the secret ingredient is ogre snot.…”
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CHAPTER 3




SLOP!

Two mounds of steaming, hot goo crowd my plate. The dreaded mystery casserole. But here’s the real mystery.… Am I supposed to eat this stuff? It looks more like something you’d find smooshed under a troll’s foot than anything you’d put in your mouth. I stare at Blorf, the cook, in disbelief.

If there’s one thing I miss most about home—you know, besides my family—it’s my mom’s cooking. What I wouldn’t give for a nice steak, some mashed potatoes, and a side of corn on the cob. Heck, I’d even happily devour all that spinach my mom used to beg me to eat.

Then, without so much as an oink, Blorf slops something else onto my plate. Something alive and wriggling. I audibly shriek, but Oggie oohs with delight.

“You’ve outdone yourself today, Blorf,” he exclaims.
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See, Oggie doesn’t seem to have any problem with the food here. In fact, he loves it. Oggie is like my family’s pet goat, Walter, back home. One time Walter went on an eating spree and scarfed down one of my dad’s boots, a plank of wood, and an empty bottle of rascal cider. The only bad thing that happened to him was he got a nasty case of the burps.
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With our lunch trays in tow, Oggie and I move to find a seat at one of the cafeteria tables. It’s crowded, but we usually have no trouble finding a table for ourselves.…
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See what I mean? That seems to be how it goes around here for me. I try to take it in stride, but on days like today, well, it’s hard not to be bothered.

“They think I’m a monster, Oggie.”

“They just don’t know you, Coop,” says Oggie. “If they knew you, there’d be a line out the door to sit next to you at lunch.”

“Yeah, right. They don’t even wanna know me.”

“Who doesn’t want to know you?” says a high-pitched voice. We look up to see Mindy’s familiar, spectacled face across the table. She sets her humongous backpack down beside her on the bench. It’s so big, it’s like another person is sitting with us.

“Being well liked is overrated,” Mindy says matter-of-factly. “It’s better to just focus on your studies and shut out all that extra noise. I didn’t enroll at Dungeoneer Academy to win any sort of popularity contest.”

Then, without missing a beat, she looks us both dead in the eyes.
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“If you guys had just stopped for a second, I could have deduced where the pressure-plates were hidden in the dungeon floor. I have a whole system!”

Mindy Darkenheimer is a genius. Well, technically her full first name is “Mindisnarglfarfen.” And she says imps don’t usually have last names because they’re summoned into existence by hex magic. I’m not really sure what that means, but Mindy was adopted by the Darkenheimers when she was just a baby. So “Mindy Darkenheimer” it is!
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She grew up somewhere far to the north in the mountains, and all she ever had to do to entertain herself was read her parents’ dusty old tomes on geography and ancient lore. Mindy is pretty much the smartest person I’ve ever met, and that’s including all the teachers at Dungeoneer Academy. Trouble is, she can be a bit of a know-it-all sometimes, which gets on the teachers’ nerves.

But I like Mindy. She’s awesome, and always prepared. Always. And we actually have a lot in common. We both have to work a little harder than everyone else to stay afloat at Dungeoneer Academy, and neither of us is ready to leave just yet.

“Mindy,” says Oggie slyly. “A little suggestion. Maybe if you crammed less stuff into your backpack, you wouldn’t be such a slowpoke.”

“Everything in here is absolutely essential,” Mindy replies.
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Then Mindy starts pulling all these glass tubes and flasks from her backpack. It looks like she’s assembling some sort of chemistry experiment at the table.

“Uh… what’s all that for?” I ask.

Without looking up at me, she dumps the food from her tray into a funnel. “I’m making the food edible,” she says with a smirk.

We all watch the mystery casserole ooze through the tubes, mixing with some sort of liquid that Mindy has prepared. Unfortunately, when it comes out the other end of the tube, it almost looks less appetizing. Just a pile of brown goop.
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“Go ahead, Coop,” Mindy offers. “Try it.”

“I guess it can’t be any worse than it already was, right?”
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“Wow, this is great, Mindy!” I exclaim. “I’m gonna need this gizmo for every meal. I bet you could make a small fortune if you sold this to the other kids.”

Mindy looks content as she eats a spoonful. “That’s what Daz said too.”

My heart races just at the mention of her name.

“Where is Daz anyway?” I ask, trying to be nonchalant. “I, uh… I never got a chance to thank her for sticking up for me.”

“Oh, you know how she is,” Mindy says. “She’s off by herself somewhere.”
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