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A Chance at Friendship

Surely the Memory Police did not intend to turn me into an awkward piece of candy. That doesn’t make it any less true.

Being a candy has the added downside of lacking limbs. And I like having limbs, thank you very much. I have eyes, and ears, probably an entire face. It allows me to look at my form—a wrapped red toffee—but I struggle to even rotate.

“Hello? Memory Police? Where’s my favorite giant crab?” I ask. “A bit of help?”

I can still hear their grumpy voice, the clattering of corks and keys from their belt as they walk. But they sound far away. Dull. Out of reach.

What kind of game is this?

I look ahead. We’re on a tropical island, where a soft breeze ruffles my plastic wrapper and bends palm trees. A pirate ship floats in the distance and parrots circle overhead. Not exactly a candyland.

I can feel some floor beneath me, but it doesn’t feel like sand.

Then I look down—and I shouldn’t have.

I’m not standing on the beach. I’m standing at the top of a tall, tall stack of other objects.

A few candies, though a different type. Some fishes in different colors and sizes. Some golden coins, squashed palm trees, and a nice treasure chest at the base. All of us are exactly the same square dimensions and placed in a perfect stack, more like … like a column in a grid.

“Wildebyte! Where are you, troublemaker?” the Memory Police grunts, the dullness leaving their voice.

If I can’t rotate, then maybe I can look around some other way.

I strain to push my eyes sideways. My peripheral vision only shows more and more of these stacks, all the same height, but filled with wildly different items. No matter how long I study them, I can only find one item that appears more than once: the cute parrot.

The Camera enters my view. A black shiny box, hanging from the sky using a thick electrical cord. The moment I enter its view I am forced to follow the game’s code.

The Player swipes across me. In the real world, it’s probably just their fingertip moving an inch across their phone’s screen. In here, a floating finger nudges me to the side and leaves a trail of tiny sparkling stars.

I swap places with a wooden barrel next to me. My only reward is a deafeningly loud and sad error sound. The action failed; we swap back.

The Player tries two more times, until they find the parrot. The one thing that actually exists multiple times. They place the three of them in a nice row.

This time, their reward is a loud and happy sound, including some confetti that splatters across my face. Great. Great for them. Now get me out of here.

Unfortunately, the real reward is more points and the parrots disappearing from underneath me. As soon as the gap is created, the entire part of the stack above it falls down. That includes me. Now I can study the grains of sand from a closer distance.

A flying ship passes overhead in a hurry. When they reach my stack, they drop a new item on top of my head. Or, well, on top of my entire toffee body, which is also my head. All gaps are quickly filled and the Camera zooms to a new location, inviting the Player to take their next turn.

The ship seems to refill the levels. At it flies on, I catch its very creative name written in bold letters: Level Ship.

Did I already mention how awful this experience is?

I thought my previous games were bad. Now I long for the days when I actually had the shape of an animal and could walk, talk, and act freely.

Once the freshness of the new game wears off, that’s all that remains: longing for a better place. Missing the rare friends I made in the previous games. How would Lulu be doing? Would she miss me just as much? Sometimes I can feel her tugging at some code inside me, and I don’t know whether to be happy or feel even more lonely.

All of them couldn’t come with me, because I seem to be the only one who can walk between games. Well, except for—

A smiling pirate emerges from the crystal-clear waves. Soaking wet, he arrives on the beach. Miniature versions of many in-game items dance around him attached to ropes and chains.

“Aye! Player finally be making smart-skulled moves. Soon they be ready for the harrrrder levels.”

“Pirate Sweettooth!” I yell.

I laugh. Hope swells in my heart.

His hand still has a hole where his sword should be. Cookie crumbs are visible on his clothing like sticky glitters impossible to get rid off.

“I’m here! Wildebyte!”

The Player creates another match. Not that hard when there’s only one item that appears multiple times. But hey, if they’re happy, I’m happy.

“Can you hear me?” I yell even louder. The Camera turns back to me, which forces me to shut up and look like an innocent little toffee.

I can’t see what happens. All I hear is a rough grinding sound, several times in a row, as if Sweettooth is dragging himself towards me. At least, I hope so, because the sound gets louder, and I haven’t felt this hopeful in a while.

When the Camera finally leaves, Sweettooth is right in my face.

“Wildebyte! You be an unpredictable fellow, aye.” He winks. “Orrr a sweetie, I guess.”

Then his face pulls taut, as if suddenly remembering his ship is on fire.

He is now part of the stacks. The beach doesn’t show any footprints, nor have I actually seen him walk. A sneaky suspicision washes over me.

“Even you can’t walk in your own game?”

He shakes his head. “We only be moving by swapping with something else.”

He leans his body to the side. Behind him is a long row of displaced objects, including palm trees suddenly upside down in the ocean and a few parrots living underneath a rock.

Something taps my shoulder from the other side. The Memory Police. They don’t have to follow all the rules in the game. I’m not jealous, you are jealous.

“My apologies for the mistake.” They sound sincere. Didn’t know they could. “This game is such a mess that even I can’t figure it out. I’ll put you in another game, one with just a single humanoid character and nothing else!”

They already assume I will go along, forcefully dragging me out of the stack of candy. The items above me yelp as they unexpectedly fall down. To make matters worse, the new item dropped at the top is an entire ship.

And, yes, I know what I just said. Normally I would leave an awful game like this in a heartbeat.

But another game where I’ll be alone …

But Sweettooth is right here …

Finally freed from the stack, I can at least rotate freely. The Camera is leaving as the Player loses their interest, scoring a mediocre highscore on … level 1.

I look Sweettooth in the eyes. “You can Gamewalk. I’ve seen you in multiple games now.”

“Aye! But this be my home, that it be.”

“How?”

The Memory Police grows impatient. “Let’s go, troublemaker. I have hundreds of rogue apps and games to keep in line, can’t wait on you.”

Sweettooth doesn’t answer and walks away. Or, rather, swaps away.

The scene before me turns into chaos. Everything swaps with everything, shifting around as if tourists overwhelmed the beach. Messy tourists who don’t understand the local customs nor speak each other’s language. Panicked tourists who need to swap places with a tree, a rock, or a barrel just to move around.

Sweettooth disappears among them. He—again—gives the impression that he realized something is on fire.

I wriggle out of the Police’s grasp. “No. I’m staying!”

“Sure?” they grunt. “I’m not coming back for you.”

I already touch the beach to look at the code inside. To figure out how to get myself to swap.

“I … I am sure. A hundred and twenty percent. Surest as surely can be.”

“Doesn’t sound sure.”

The giant orange crab shrugs and turn around, using some invisible exit I can’t find. They just vanish. So much for leaving this game any time soon.

But it was the right decision. It has to be. No more loneliness. If I can’t share my joy with others, then what’s the point? And I’m slowly losing hope that I’ll find my way out of Ludra, back to my real life, on my own.

I steady myself and focus on reaching Sweettooth before they sail away.

Okay. Ready to do my first swap with that palm tree next to me. Ready to—an error sound plays, limited to my own ears, as my toffee body feels like it hits a brick wall.

That’s when I learn that the other item has to agree to do the swap. And they aren’t eager to help the infamous Wildebyte.




Not For Sweethaven

Surprisingly, talking to a brick wall is like talking to a brick wall. All items in this game have a face and can communicate, even the palm trees and treasure chests, but they just don’t say anything useful.

“Please,” I plead. “Sweettooth is getting away. Swap? Please?”

“No. You’re the Wildebyte.”

“Yes. So it would be an honor to swap with me!”

“I don’t trust you.”

“Argh!”

All this time, I apparently stood on top of some golden coins. Once they swap away from me, I fall down into the gap below. This means I can have this conversation again with a lollipop candy.

The developers of this game were truly insane when they coded this. Who thought to combine candy, jewelry and pirates into a single game? And turn them all into characters with faces?

Sweettooth is just a blip on the horizon, looking for the next object to swap with. The sun sets, lengthening the shadows from the palm trees and turning the horizon into waves of black silhouettes.

“What do you want?” I yell at the lollipop. Their face is cute and cartoony, and their voice that of a baby.

“What all items in Pirate Pound want.”

Pirate Pound? I thought Sweettooth’s game was called Sugar Stomp. This is just more proof that he can Gamewalk.

“And that is?” I press impatiently.

“To find our perfect match and go to Sweethaven!”

I look around. Now that the Player isn’t playing, the game isn’t confined to showing what’s inside the level. Many more items have come out of the woodworks—or should I say sandworks—and there are way more duplicates.

The Level Ship that refilled the stacks acts like a taxi, picking up items when they’re stuck and unswappable, to drop them off where they wanted to be. It’s seemingly the only thing that can move in a normal way. Well, if you call a flying ship normal.

I could ask those other lollipops to come here. It would take time and convincing. My adventures in the previous game gave me a tiny bit of Data Doubloons—money in Ludra—but surely not enough to bribe all of them.

“I don’t have time for this!”

Sweettooth disappears in the distance. I grab the lollipop and reach inside their code. They gasp and look at me as if I ripped off their clothes in public.

Ah. There. Two numbers, x and y, that determine their location in this world. They are now standing at (3,6)—column 3, row 6. This means I must be at (2,6)—column 2, row 6.

I forcefully change the numbers to move the lollipop to my current location. This prompts the game world to swap us by default. It probably can’t handle two things in the same spot.

“Outrageous!” the lollipop yells, pointing their stick at me like a sword. They turn to the other items for support. “Did you see what that toffee did? The audacity!”

They all nod and eagerly try to swap away from me.

“Sweethaven will forever be closed to you, Wildebyte!”

I ignore their cries and force a palm tree to swap with me, then a coin, then a sword, then a treasure chest, faster and faster, before they can flee out of my reach.

Matching the speed of the Level Ship overhead, I rapidly crest the sand dunes and find Sweettooth digging into a different part of the beach.

Ah. Of course. Looking for treasures on his own island. Real smart.

“Sweettooth! I figured out your game.”

“Did you know, aye?” he says without looking up. “I’ve already received fifty complaints from my items.”

“They wouldn’t help me.”

“And so you be forcing them to do what you want?”

This isn’t going well. I perform my last swap, with a fish swimming through the beach as if they were still underwater, and then I’m pressed right up against him.

“I’m sorry. But I’m here now. We can Gamewalk together! We can help each other! You must have seen my Lost Memory around here, right?”

Sweettooth turns to me, his face dark and grim. “And what makes you think I be wanting to travel with you?”

“I … I …” My voice shrinks to its smallest form. “Why not?”

“You’re a dark demon! You be ruining every game you enter and, aye, too powerful to control.”

How do I convince him? What do I say? And why does he keep digging in random places?

“I’ll prove it to you! What are you searching for? I’ll help you find it, right now.”

He just shakes his head. “Not a feather on my parrot who’d work with you.”

“You don’t have a parrot.”

“It be an expression.”

He swaps places with that same fish to get away from me, then finds a forest of palm trees to flee even more quickly. I struggle to follow, forcing them all to swap with me.

“So that’s it?!” I yell, my voice shrill and panicked. My toffee body starts to unwrap itself. “You just … you just hate me so much?”

“It be harrrd to convince the Guild,” he mutters. Then he freezes, face blank. Yes, I’ve heard that word before.

“Guild? You know about the Guild? What are they?”

“No no! We don’t be speaking a word about the Guild, aye!” They regain composure. “And also, yes, I bottom-barrel hate you. Not even Sweethaven could convince me to touch the Wildebyte!”

Rage rumbles inside my sweet belly. I want to kick, scream, grab Sweettooth and force their code to travel with me. That’s all they are!

“You’re just pieces of code!” I scream. “I don’t need you. You just follow patterns and commands. You do whatever some rules in your brain tell you to do. Your emotions are programmed. Some rule in your brain says that if an entity threatens your game, you’re supposed to hate them. Yes! That’s all you are!”

He takes off his pirate hat and looks at me like a worried father. “Oh? Then what are you?”

“I am different. I am better.”

“I be thinking I made the right choice,” he mumbles as he leaves me alone on the beach.

All my energy leaves me. What’s the point? The only person that could share my adventures looks like they want to kill me.

And still I feel, as clearly as I yearn to see my parents again, that we could be the greatest match of all time. Two powerful Gamewalkers, together.

So I make a final attempt. “Let me prove it to you! Give me a mission. Give me your rules that would make you stop hating me!”

Sweettooth points at a small ship. Its sharp point is driven into the beach, as if its sailors had too much speed and couldn’t brake before reaching the island. The pirate is mostly interested in two counters: big, blocky numbers punched into the side.

“The Player barely be playing us and too empty-skulled to finish even level 1! If we get uninstalled …”

No need to finish that sentence. In Ludra, uninstall is just a different word for death. Being erased as if you never existed.

Sweettooth continues. “The Guild—I mean, this lovely Pirate here—would ask you to be fixing the game and get it played, aye. Get everyone to like you and that be a first step.”

He still watches me with grim eyes. “That be a first step of many, many steps.”

The other counter is still at zero. I wonder what that’s for, but don’t dare ask now.

“I accept! I accept.”

Until suddenly all the grinding noises, all the chittering and swapping from items across the island, stops all at once.

“Arrr! You made me too slow! See what you do?!”

He furiously searches underneath rocks and within the deep shade behind palm trees, digging whenever he notices something. Pebbles, shards of gold, even an actual treasure are dug up and tossed aside without care.

I don’t know what I did. But it feels bad. All the items suddenly stopped working, eyes closed, as if they just … died.

In fact … I am feeling more and more … my eyes can’t stay open any longer … look at that soft sand, a perfect bed to lay down for a minute and …

I feel like dying.

Everything turns black.




Heartless Pirate

Dying doesn’t feel great. Unfortunately, coming back to life later doesn’t feel much better.

I feel like I’ve slept a thousand years and still aren’t well-rested. I blink the grains of sand from my eyes to see Sweettooth proudly parade the beach, cheered on by the items, holding a large heart over his head.

I instinctively try to move forward, until I realize I’m stuck in this stupid swapping game. All I can do is rotate now, looking at that ship Sweettooth pointed out earlier.

The second counter, which used to be zero, is now one. So it counts hearts. It counts … lives?

Why would a game like this need lives? We’re not exactly running around and fighting monsters. Earlier, whenever the Player tried a swap that was wrong, it just undid the effect and no life was lost. I think.

You know what I see? A perfect first step to fixing the game.

Sweettooth reaches the ship and places the heart into its hull, which contains five slots with exactly the same size and shape.

“You were digging for that heart, right? How do you know where it is?”

“I don’t,” he says. “A new one be appearing roughly every five hours. Which is why pirate not be happy when slowed down by some slow-shooting Wildebyte.”

“You have to guess?”

The other items dare come a little closer. Perhaps they feel the protection of Sweettooth being near.

“They can wash up anywhere,” a parrot says. “Whenever the Player makes an attempt at level 1, it costs one heart. And if we run out …”

A shiver runs through the group. They probably had the same terrible experience I just had. And they have had it over and over for as long as this Player had the game.

“That be how I must spend most of my time,” Sweettooth says. “Heartsearching. Still interested in joining, aye?”

“That’s cruel,” I mutter. “How could developers do such a thing? Why?”

The answer, as is often the case, appears as a comment. I learned long ago that developers can leave comments or remarks to themselves in the code, which are ignored by the computer. They attach to the closest entity and appear above their head in speech bubbles.

This time, Sweettooth has the comment, even though they desperately try to prevent themselves from revealing it.

We don’t know why Sugar Stomp does this, but we’re doing it all the same. James, can you implement a life system very quickly before the weekend? Just tie the code into this part here and draw some energy symbols or something.

“I will fix it!” I say. “I’ll find a way to turn it off. Watch me.”

A few items help me swap towards the ship. I don’t have to force them anymore. The prospect of not dying regularly is probably enticing.

Just before I touch the heart lodged into it, however, Sweettooth pushes me aside, furious.

“Don’t be touching that, aye! It is an empty-skulled plan, that is!”

“It’s a great plan!”

He shakes his head. “All code be connected. You can’t be turning off one system at will and expect the game to be still working.”

“I can. I believe I know enough to—”

“I say no!” They swing their hand at me as if they still have their sword. Lucky for me, they don’t. I merely get a slap in my toffee face. “Forget it. Leave the game and don’t be returning.”

“No! We had a deal!”

“And don’t be talking to me again!”

Sweettooth leaves, accompanied by most items in the game. Their movement is like a choreography. By picking the right target for their swaps, at the right time, they all help each other cross through the landscape at speed. Palm trees and rocks are displaced to make it happen, but in such a way that they can easily make the journey back at any time.

Some items, however, stay behind. The handful of candy items in this strange mishmash of themes they call—

“This isn’t the original,” I say at the realization. “This game is blatantly copying Sugar Stomp. Pirate Pound tries to be like that, but fails.”

The candies nod.

“We’re … outsiders,” a lollipop says. “Not Outsiders, with a capital O, like animals from the real world put into Ludra. Like you.”

“But we’re outsiders all the same. Most items don
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