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CHAPTER 1




HERE’S A RIDDLE FOR YOU. What’s easy to get into but hard to get out of?

Any guesses?

No?

Do you give up?

…

Wait, you weren’t expecting ME to have the answer, were you? Because I am STUMPED!

We’re all stumped—and for good reason. See, it’s kinda hard to think straight when the cobblestones you’re standing on are crumbling beneath your feet with each wrong answer, and you’re about to slip into a deep, dark abyss!

Did I tell you that riddles make my brain hurt?

“Easy to get into and hard to get out of… I know!” Mindy asserts. “What about a bunk bed? Or a canoe?”

“No, no, no,” rejects Oggie. “A canoe? That can’t be it.”

“How would you know?” Mindy retorts.

“Because I just do!”

Daz blows the bangs out of her eyes. “Well, it’s the best answer we’ve got.”

“A canoe!” Mindy shouts, her words echoing. Immediately, more bricks beneath our feet tumble into the darkness below.

[image: Image]

As my feet scramble to stay on solid ground, I think about how utterly naive I was at the end of last semester. Silly old Coop Cooperson thought that after we earned our Junior Dungeoneer Badges, life at Dungeoneer Academy would get just a little bit easier. Like maybe the Green Team had finally gotten the hang of things and could handle whatever was thrown our way. I mean, we’d defeated the dreaded Zarakna’rawr and thwarted the evil plans of the Exiles! What could possibly be more difficult than that?

Yep, you guessed it. Riddles.

I’d rather do anything else than answer riddles. I’d swing my sword at a big scary spider monster any day of the week over having to solve these mind-bending, brain-twisting, noodle-numbing, absolutely infuriating RIDDLES!

Ahem. Sorry… where were we? Oh yeah. Clinging on for dear life.

“It’s got to be something more abstract,” Oggie surmises, his big, furry hands gripping the wall. “Like a concept rather than an object.”

“Um—what are you going on about, Og?” I ask, surprised to hear Oggie speaking so thoughtfully.

“Argh!” Mindy squeaks in frustration. “I hate riddles! My brain doesn’t work that way!”

“Tell me about it!” I reply.

“Well, you’d better get it working that way—and quick,” asserts Daz, “or we’re going to be in a whole heap of trouble.”

“Wait… that’s it,” Oggie whispers.

“What’s it?” I ask, my feet slipping.
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Suddenly there’s a cacophonous click and the wall we’re clinging to falls backward, slamming onto sweet, solid ground behind us in a cloud of dust. We all tumble into a dark stone hallway.

“Trouble? Ha!” I shout. “Can you believe that was the answer?” Definitely easy to get into and hard to get out of, that’s for sure. How horribly ironic… Whoever thought up that riddle is a real wise guy!
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“No time to waste!” I exclaim. Soon, the dust clears, and we can see cracked stone steps that lead down into another room lit by lanterns lining the walls. We cautiously creep down the steps, casting wild shadows onto the wall.

THOOM!

Ah, the sound of more trouble! A massive stone door hammers shut behind us, shaking the floor and snuffing out the lanterns, and the room goes completely dark. But before Mindy can even think to light a torch, a pair of glowing blue eyes emerges from the far wall, revealing a grinning stone head.
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With a fiery crackle, the blue light roils within the Riddlemaster’s eye sockets, and the stone head spins to reveal a more stoic, stern face. “You have three guesses… and three minutes. Heed carefully.” Each booming word directed at us belches a hot, brimstoney heat that practically singes my eyebrows.
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The eyes of the Riddlemaster seem to blaze with expectation as I look around at my friends. Each of them racks their brain to wring out that one drop of genius—the answer that will get us out of this dire predicament.

Mindy furiously chomps on the end of her pencil after jotting down the riddle on a scrap of paper, her mind chugging so fast, her glasses fog up. Daz paces back and forth, scrunching her nose and frowning as she taps a clenched fist into her other palm. And Oggie—I’ve never seen him look more pensive. He’s rubbing the fur on his chin hard enough to make a bald spot.

Meanwhile, I’m sweating so much that I have to use my green neckerchief to keep the dripping beads from stinging my eyes. But for all the wheels turning and gears churning in my head, nothing’s coming to mind!

Earn me but can’t take me? Build and break me? I am at a COMPLETE loss!

“TWO MINUTES LEFT!” bellows the Riddlemaster.

“A minute’s already passed?!” I squeal, exasperated. “I could have sworn it had only been a few seconds! Anybody got any answers?”

“If nurtured, I am strong. If lost, I am difficult to regain,” Mindy mutters. Then, in a fit of excitement, she shouts at the top of her lungs, “I know!… TIME!”

“WRONG!” booms the Riddlemaster. “Two guesses remain.”

We all turn to Mindy disapprovingly.

“Don’t just blurt something out,” Daz says. “We need to put our heads together.”

“Time? Really?” Oggie scoffs. “Everyone always thinks ‘time’ is the answer to every riddle. You can’t build and break time, Mindy.…”

Mindy pushes up her glasses, flustered. She’s definitely not used to getting answers wrong.
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“Everyone, calm down,” I say. “Dungeoneer’s Code number nine: cooler heads prevail. Remember?”

“Yeah, but, Coop,” whines Oggie. “I came up with ‘trouble’ first. You three just don’t listen to me.”

“ONE MINUTE LEFT!”

“You hear that? Forget the previous riddle,” implores Daz. “Now, what if the answer is a… a castle? You know? Build and break it. Make it strong with guards and armaments! And if lost in battle, it’s difficult to regain!”

Oggie shakes his head. “Nah, that’s not it.”

“Wait, I think Daz is onto something,” I say. “A castle! That’s a great answer.”

Daz gives me a smile and turns to the Riddlemaster. “Castle!” she shouts.

This time the stone head of the Riddlemaster spins to reveal a menacing, fiendish face, bent into a scowl.
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Uh-oh! Now panic is really starting to set in. Time’s running out, and we have to think of something! I for sure thought “castle” was the answer. It makes total sense.

And then it hits me. Like a bolt of lightning to my brain, I think of the perfect answer.
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Triumphantly I face the Riddlemaster and puff out my chest. Maybe I AM good at riddles after all. For a second there I thought it was hopeless, but as we all know from Dungeoneer’s Code number seven: every problem has a solution. You just have to stick with it and put in the work. Sometimes that process can feel like banging your head against a wall, but with the power of teamwork, anything is possible.

“TEN SECONDS,” the Riddlemaster rumbles. “NINE, EIGHT…”

Then, with complete confidence, I give the answer: “Power.”

For a moment, the stone head of the Riddlemaster spins around and around. And just when I think it’s going to land on the grinning face and deem my answer correct, the Riddlemaster finally rotates to the horrible scowl.
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The stone head of the Riddlemaster starts shaking violently, its eyes burning wild with blue fire.

“Something’s happening,” Mindy screams.

“I knew it,” Oggie whines. “The answer was trust! But none of you listened to me!”

“Get down!” yells Daz.

Then there’s a sound that rattles my brain worse than a riddle, like a watery BADOOM! We all hit the deck as the Riddlemaster’s mouth explodes with fiery, hot…
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CHAPTER 2




DRIPPING WITH GOBS OF SLIPPERY blue slime, I wipe away the gunk just in time to see the Riddlemaster’s blazing blue eyes go dark. After an audible clack and a whining hiss, the stone guardian scowls in silence. Great, yet another humiliating failure to add to the old adventure journal.

SPLAT! Daz tries to stand up but slips and falls facedown into a puddle of blue goop. Mindy and Oggie SQUISH-SQUASH through the slime, struggling to help Daz up again. It’s a messy scene for sure, and we’re all a little rattled. All I think to say is: “Well… that could have gone better.…”
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And just when I think it can’t get any more humiliating, I hear a familiar voice hollering from across the room. “Looks like the Green Team just turned blue!” Suddenly Coach Quag emerges from behind the training hall observation wall. The burly boggart runs one meaty hand over his flat-top and uses his clipboard to point right at us with the other. “You didn’t study, did ya?”

Blinking through our masks of blue slime, we look at each other in frustration. We did study, actually. We studied superhard! Every night! Sometimes we even skipped recess! It’s not our fault that Riddles and Runes class is impossible.… In fact, I’m winding up to make my case, when Zeek and Axel burst out laughing.
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You may be wondering, Why are there so many new kids this year? Well, Dungeoneer Academy is pretty difficult. Not everybody graduates to the next level. Heck, if you remember, I wasn’t sure if I was ever going to earn my Junior Dungeoneer Badge. Something tells me this year won’t be any different.

“Quiet down!” Coach Quag blows his whistle and scowls at the class. Then he leans in close with a kind of disappointed glare that makes me cringe. “Come on, Green Team. You’re better than this. If you don’t study, you’ll never know the answers, will ya?”

“On the contwawy, Mr. Quag!” That’s when Professor Scrumpledink chimes in. I didn’t even see him, but there he is, a short boggle wearing an oversized robe, with a huge beard, and a wild gleam in his eye. Scrumpledink is kind of famous. Or should I say “infamous”? His Riddles and Runes class is considered the HARDEST class at Dungeoneer Academy! So hard, even Mindy is barely passing the quizzes.
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The whole class rolls their eyes. If they’re anything like me, then everyone’s trying to figure out what the difference is between an “answer” and a “conclusion.” Aren’t they the same thing?

Scrumpledink twiddles his mustache and continues his lecture. “Widdles, for instance, don’t just come out of a book, you know? Widdles are some of the most pewilous obstacles a dungeoneer can encounter and must be solved using one’s wits and personal interpwetations of one’s own expewiences!”

“Interpretations of one’s own experiences?” I puzzle out loud.

“Yes, that’s wight, Mr. Cooperson.” Scrumpledink smiles and taps the ground with his walking stick. The little silver ball on the end of it twinkles a bit. “So instead of studying some dusty widdle book hoping to find the answer to evewy widdle in the world, study the world awound you. Take some time. Look for allusions and double meanings hidden between the lines. Focus on what a widdle might mean not just to you but to the widdlemaster, whoever they may be.”

“Yes, Professor,” I say, not really sure I know what he’s even talking about. But Oggie seems to have an idea.

“Should have listened to me. No, wait—should have TRUSTED me, you know?” Oggie sighs and folds his arms, giving us all a sly little grin.

Mindy groans, rolling her eyes.

“What? The answer was trust!” Oggie replies with a frown. “You never listen to me. Riddles are just puzzles, Mindy. But instead of shapes and colors, they’re all about ideas. Ya know, like metaphors?”

“Sorry, Og,” I reply, trying to rub crusty slime from my cheeks.

“No worries, man. We’ll get it next time. Just maybe listen to me for once?” Oggie pats us all on the back with a goopy hand, as Mindy and Daz share two very unenthusiastic smiles.

“Don’t be too tough on yourselves, Gween Team,” says Scrumpledink, casually twirling his walking stick. “You’ll have plenty of time to impwove before the final Widdles and Wunes exam.”
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Oh yeah, I almost forgot. The other new kid at school. That’s Kody Allbright—by all accounts a really cool guy. Everyone seems to get along with him great, even Daz. Oggie thinks he’s awesome, and Mindy appreciates how smart he is in class. And Kody is good. I mean, just look at the guy. What’s not to like?
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Coach Quag stomps up to the Riddles and Runes trial starting line. “On your mark, get set…” FWEET! The coach’s whistle screams, and the Blue Team is off to the races as the rest of us pile into the observation room to watch them on a giant periscope screen.

We watch as Kody bursts into action, leading the way as the Blue Team scales a set of winding stairs to enter the chamber where Oggie, Mindy, Daz, and I just almost plummeted to our dooms. Only now the cobblestone floor is whole again, having mechanically reassembled itself in a matter of minutes.

In the center of the room, a small brass box makes a DING sound, and a tiny slip of paper pops out of the narrow slot on top. Kody snatches the paper and reads aloud.
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And just like that, the door to the next chamber slides open. Wow. That was fast! And not a single cobblestone fell from the floor. Kody’s not just good. He’s REALLY good. The Blue Team easily dashes through to the next challenge.

“Did you see that?” Oggie elbows me excitedly.

“How could I miss it?” I exclaim.

“Impressive,” Daz says, wide-eyed.

“Quiet! They’re heading into the last chamber!” Mindy says, hushing us.

We watch the second chamber go dark and then suddenly glow with the blazing eyes of the stone Riddlemaster. Arnie, Fidget, and Melanie D. look at each other, nervously huddled behind Kody.

“If I possess them, I dare not share,” the Riddlemaster growls with menace. “For should I share them, they will be lost forever.” There’s a long pause before the Riddlemaster concludes, “What are they?”

All around me I hear my classmates trying to guess the answer as we stare at the Blue Team on-screen. Arnie and Fidget pace the room as Melanie D. wrings her hands.

“Anyone know what it is?” asks Oggie.

“No idea…,” replies Daz.

“Oof, that’s a toughie,” Mindy laments.

Their whispers are interrupted by Kody as he steps forward confidently.
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The Riddlemaster’s eyes flare. Uh-oh, I think. Prepare to get slimed! Then the room starts to rumble, and I’m sure glad we’re on the other side of the observation wall this time. The Riddlemaster clears its deep, gravelly voice.

“CORRECT!” the Riddlemaster blares.

For a moment, disbelief hangs over the class until suddenly all the kids burst into cheers. Kody really is awesome!

“Holy cats!” Mindy blurts.

“No way!” squeals Daz. “I never would have guessed secrets!”

“Kody aced it!” Oggie exclaims, jumping up and down.

“Wemarkable! Just wemarkable!” Scrumpledink claps furiously, and his spectacles go sideways. “What a performance! In all my days at the academy, never have I seen anybody so calm, cool, and collected! And so shwewd! Gweat job, Blue Team. Especially Mr. Allbwight!”

“Not bad, kid,” Coach Quag admits. And coming from Quag, that’s like hoisting Kody onto his shoulders and parading him around the whole school.
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“Yo, I’ll take a high five, Kody!” Oggie says, laying out his hand. “That was so awesome, man!”

“The Oggster!” Kody slaps hands with Oggie enthusiastically. “You weren’t so bad yourself. If only your pal Coop would have listened to you.”

“Ha! Coop never listens!” Zeek butts in. “Ever since the Mushroom Maze, he thinks he’s sooo great.” Zeek sneers at me with that signature sharp-toothed grin.

“That’s not true,” I counter.

“Besides!” Zeek puffs out his chest. “Without me, Coop never would have gotten out of there alive.…”

“Yeah, right.” Oggie comes to my defense. “Coop’s the one who defeated the Zarakna’rawr AND stopped Dorian Ryder.”

“Wait, that was you?” Kody asks with a look of surprise.

“It wasn’t just me,” I answer. “It was everybody on Green Team.”

Zeek is about to retort, when Axel says, “You know… that is kinda true, dude.”

“Shut up, Axel,” Zeek snaps. “Who asked you?”

“I’m just sayin’ is all,” Axel mumbles to himself.

“Whatever!” Zeek grumbles. “I’m gonna make sure the Red Team crushes your pathetic little Green Team, and prove that we’re the best. Now, where’re Ingrid and Doogle?” Zeek says, looking around.

Ingrid—the new girl I mentioned before—steps closer a bit sheepishly. “Here, Zeek.”

“Come on, Ingrid. Show some team loyalty!” Zeek stomps away in a huff.

“O-okay,” Ingrid says, voice low. “We’ll crush them, then.”

Crush them? That’s not ominous at all.

Unfortunately for Ingrid Inkheart, being on the Red Team is kind of already a strike against her. But hey, we don’t get to choose our teams, so I’m not going to knock her too hard for getting stuck with Zeek and Axel.

She isn’t exactly friendly, though. In fact, she’s a little dark and brooding. And not that I’m one to buy into rumors. It’s just that… Eevie Munson on Yellow Team did tell Arnie Popplemoose on Blue Team, who told Mindy, who told me, that there’s a rumor going around that Ingrid is a witch. You read that right. A WITCH witch. Like the boil, boil, toil, and get-into-trouble sort of witch. Mindy says she even heard that Ingrid transformed one of the teachers at her old school into a toad! I don’t know if I believe that, but she does seem a tiny bit spooky.
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“Now, class!” Professor Scrumpledink calls, jumping onto an equipment crate so he can look us in the eye. He’s only about six apples tall, after all. “I say, class, pwease pay attention!”

Coach Quag, the perpetual Dungeoneer Academy enforcer, rounds everyone up, waving his clipboard. “Enough goofin’ around! Listen up! The professor’s talking!”

Professor Scrumpledink straightens out his beard and adjusts his spectacles. “As you know, the Widdles and Wunes final exam won’t just be packed with widdles.” The old boggle pauses and twitches his mustache. “It will be packed with wunes as well! So be pwepared for next week’s lesson. Study those wunes textbooks!”

“Oh no, not runes…,” I whisper to myself. I mean, come on! Here I am worrying about riddles when runes are right around the corner. Runes are even more difficult to decipher! And if you don’t know what they are, they’re these little weird symbols that Scrumpledink says can evoke ancient magic!
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Sounds awesome in theory, right? But memorizing how they all go together is next to impossible! I try to wrap my head around Scrumpledink’s enthusiasm. In fact, my head aches at the mere thought of more studying. When will this Riddles and Runes nightmare end?

The class lets out a collective moan when Coach Quag steps up and blows his whistle. It’s so loud, my ears ring.

FWEET!

“All right! You heard the man. Class dismissed. Hit the showers, Cooperson. You look like you’ve been sneezed on by a—” Suddenly Coach Quag steps into the puddle of blue slime pooling at my feet and slips! Covered head to toe in the ooze, he slides across the room and slams into the wall.
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CHAPTER 3




OGGIE, BUDDY, YOU’VE GOT TO be joking!” I exclaim. “Riddles and Runes? A cinch?!”

“Yeah,” Oggie says nonchalantly as he inhales his ligershark sandwich in one gulp. “Even after today’s mishap in the training hall, I’m totally acing the class.”

Oggie must be some kind of riddle savant. Dare I say, a riddlemaster? Sheesh, and here I am freaking out and on the verge of flunking Scrumpledink’s class. Unfortunately, that’s not an exaggeration. I currently have a D+ in Riddles and Runes. And I’m barely getting by in Clementine’s alchemy class.

But that’s not the worst part. See, I haven’t told my family how much I’ve been struggling with classes this year. After the Green Team’s success in the Mushroom Maze, how could I? I went home for the summer and my family practically anointed me a hero. I’d never received so many loving winks from Mom, looks of adoration from my siblings, and hearty “attaboy” back slaps from Dad. It’s obvious how proud they are, so I guess I just don’t have the heart to break it to them that my first-year triumphs might have all just been one big fluke.

“Wait—wait—wait,” Mindy stammers, not ready to change the subject. “Did you say you’re acing the class? How is that possible? I’m studying the hardest I’ve ever studied in my life and still barely getting a C!”

Oggie sucks down the last of his juice box with a long, drawn-out SLUUUUURP. “I guess you just need to have the right kinda mind for it, you know? Like the great Professor Scrumpledink once said, you can’t expect all the answers to be in some riddle book. Strategize and infer. And then, like, you’ll come to the correct conclusion or whatever.”

We all can’t help but groan at Oggie half regurgitating the cryptic words of Professor Scrumpledink. Mindy defeatedly slams her face into her open book and throws her hands up into the air. “What have I done to deserve this?” she moans dramatically.

“Enough about Riddles and Runes.” Daz rolls her eyes, and then narrows them with a grin. “Now, who’s everyone going with to the homecoming dance?”

GULP. The homecoming dance?! Oh no! I totally forgot about it! Life seems to really be piling it on these days, doesn’t it?

See, at the beginning of every school year, Dungeoneer Academy puts on a big ball where the students in every grade get together, drink punch, and dance. It’s kind of a big deal. Last year, I just showed up by myself and no one seemed to mind, but as second-year students… you’re kinda expected to actually ask someone to the dance.

“Well, Coop, what about you?” Daz looks straight into my eyes, and the sandwich I’m eating almost gets stuck in my throat.

COUGH. “M-me? What about me?”

“Who are you gonna ask to the dance?”

Now, of course if I went to the dance, I would probably want to ask Daz. But this puts a lot of pressure on a guy. What do I even say? A million different ways to ask the question race through my head, but instead I just kind of sit there mute. I mean, should I ask her now? Do I have the guts to ask her right here in front of everybody? Come on, Coop! You can do this. Remember when you stared down the Zarakna’rawr and lived to tell the tale? This can’t be as scary as all that, can it?
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Guess it turns out asking Daz to the homecoming dance is, in fact, scarier than facing a slobbering, spidery mushroom monster. Who knew?

“What do you mean, you won’t go?” Oggie asks in disbelief. “Everyone is going! You’d literally be the only kid in the school who doesn’t go. Even the teachers will be there!”

“Coop’s got the right idea,” remarks Mindy. “I’ve got more to worry about than some silly dance. Getting good grades is at the top of my to-do list. Besides, everyone just twiddles their thumbs and stands around like wallflowers at those things, anyway. It’s all a big waste of time, if you ask me.”

Daz’s enthusiasm fades as she flicks a bread crumb off the table. “Yeesh. Way to ruin the fun, people.”

“Well, I’m going for sure,” Oggie says cheerily. Then he leans in with a whisper. “I’ve got my eye on Melanie S. from Yellow Team. Just waiting for the right time to ask her.”

“Psh! She’d never go to the dance with an overgrown hair ball like you!”

We all turn around to see Zeek and Axel standing smugly with their arms crossed.
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“Oh yeah, and who would ever want to go to a dance with a couple of puke-breath bullies like you two?” Daz challenges.

At that, the two goons’ goofy grins curl into toothy grimaces as they step forward menacingly. “Watch it, Daz-MEAN-UH!” Zeek sneers.

“Yeah, watch it!” Axel echoes.

“Don’t call me that, Zeek.” Daz fumes.

Immediately I hop off the bench and put myself between them and Daz. “Hey, what gives, Zeek? I thought we were past all this bullying stuff. I mean, seriously! After what we went through in the Mushroom Maze—I don’t get it! It’s like you’re even angrier.”

“Pft! You Green Team Goody Two-shoes have been acting like you’re so cool lately,” Zeek snarls. “Someone needs to knock you losers down a peg!”

Then I realize for the first time that Axel must have had a growth spurt over the summer, because—wow—the guy is built like an ettin! Did he grow a whole foot? As his huge, scaly fist snatches the collar of my shirt, it occurs to me that maybe I should have handled this differently.
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The little guy? What’s that supposed to mean? And what’s this “he’s not worth it” stuff? I thought that’s what you’re supposed to say about the bully, not the kid being picked on!

Kody tosses the ball to Zeek, who catches it and looks around, confused, then straightens his rumpled neckerchief and mutters, “Yeah, okay. Whatever…”

“Hey, Oggster! What do you say? Wanna play some muckball?” Kody shouts.

“Uh—yeah, that sounds fun… Kodester!” Oggie replies.

“Kodester! I like it!” Kody booms enthusiastically. “Anyone else? Daz? Wanna be on my team?”

“Sure, I’ll play a few games,” Daz says with a smile. “Mindy? Coop?” Daz gestures for us to join.

Mindy shakes her head and taps her book with a deadpan expression. “Go play your little sports game. It’s riddles and runes for me, as far as the eye can see.”

“Nah,” I say flatly. “I think I’ll sit this one out. I should probably study too.”
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Okay, what just happened?

Honestly, I’m not entirely sure why I didn’t go with them, but as I watch Oggie and Daz leave, I feel like I just got dropped like a sack of potatoes. Is it just me, or is there something off about Kody?

“You’ve made the right choice, Coop,” Mindy says. “Now let’s hit the books.”

Just then I look to my right across the courtyard and catch Ingrid staring at me. She’s sitting all alone, slowly eating her sandwich. Our eyes lock briefly, and a shiver runs down my spine. I half think that maybe she just put a hex on me.
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