
  
    [image: Dungeon Runner]
  


  
    
      Dungeon Runner

      EPISODE 3

    

    
      
        DUSTIN TIGNER

      

    

    
      DUSTINTIGNER.COM

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2022 by Dustin Tigner

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      To Jynette Tigner, my sister, writer, and artist who inspires me to work harder. She’s absolutely crazy about Halloween, which is quite fitting for this episode.

      

      Trick or Treat.

      

      =^. .^=
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            Patch Notes

          

          DUNGEON RUNNER UPDATES

        

      

    

    
      
        
        For those who read the old version of Dungeon Runner 1 and 2, these notes will help you understand all the changes in those books.

      

        

      
        https://dustin.link/dr-patch-notes

      

        

      
        The following micro-story may be read by anyone.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        ¤ Message Log

        » Gabe: Why are you making me announce this?

        » John: It’s not an announcement per se. It’s just a recording in case things are updated. This way, the AI can simply include it in the logs. The chances of anyone seeing it is slim. And you’re better looking.

        » Gabe: Fine. . . .

      

      

      Gabe popped his neck and coughed to clear his throat. “Is it on?”

      “I started the recording already.”

      “Already? Cogging impatient. You better edit out the beginning. I don’t need some alien species finding this in a thousand years and judging our whole society off this video.”

      “Like I said, no one’s going to see it.”

      Gabe huffed. “Fine fine. What do I say?”

      “Read the prompt.”

      “‘In accordance with Section 23 of the Digital Frontier Act, I am recording this to inform you that things have changed.

      “‘The Keeper—the artificial intelligence assigned to keep our digital world functional—will use this recording to alert anyone who has come across our ship of . . . reality updates?’ That’s what we’re calling it?”

      John peered over the camera. “I didn’t name it. But it makes sense. If the AI needs to fix something, it’s effectively rewriting our reality.”

      “Sounds like deus ex machina to me. . . .”

      “It’s greatly limited on what it can change. The government isn’t about to give the AI—”

      “Keeper.”

      “Whatever they want to call it. They aren’t about to give it complete freedom. I bet the developers are spending most of their time just defining AI limits. Anyway, finish so we can get out of here.”

      Gabe scanned the prompt for where he had left off. “‘. . . reality updates. Please see the attached resources to understand the changes that have taken place.’ Hi mom.”

      “Ugh, why did you do that?”

      “Because I’m on TV. It’s what you do. And now you have to fix it.”

      “Whatever. I should have just recorded it myself.”
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        * * *

      

      Hey there, Dustin Tigner here. This was a lot of words to simply say, “Things have changed.” If you’re new to Dungeon Runner, there’s no need to panic. Otherwise, you might want to skim my Dungeon Runner Patch Notes announcement.

      

      https://dustin.link/dr-patch-notes

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Recap I

          

          THE STORY THUS FAR

        

      

    

    
      In the last episode, Entin decided to Run a dungeon by himself, thinking he simply needed to grab the loot and escape. Unfortunately, it wasn’t so easy. There were too many traps and enemies for one gearless adventurer to avoid.

      Bailey suggested taking her with him, a cogging fantastic idea. And if two Runners was good, what about four?

      Entin extended an invite to Triton—a blue-haired boy who claimed to be the fastest market Runner—and Aayra, the local genius.

      After training for an afternoon, the dungeon they attempted was an underwater library with fish-like monsters called Natambulo. Unlike the other dungeons, this one focused entirely on a single boss fight.

      Somehow, this entirely new party of Dungeon Runners, despite their many problems, cleared the dungeon, making them the first group to ever do so. And they did it by stealing the boss’s treasure.

      Back in the market, celebrating their success, Entin received a message from one Dren Becker requesting help.

      Entin agreed on the terms that he and his Dungeon Runners would receive half of the loot, confirming, once and for all, that being a Dungeon Runner was a valid pursuit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Recap II

          

          UTILITY SKILLS

        

      

    

    
      A summary is provided here for a quick recap on the six Utility skills a Dungeon Runner uses. See the full details below if you’d like more information on each skill.

      
        
        ¤ Back Handspring (5 Stamina)

        » Variant 1: End facing opposite direction

        » Variant 2: Double the distance (+5 Stamina)

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Dash (10 Stamina)

        » Variant 1: End facing opposite direction

        » Variant 2: Double the distance (+10 Stamina)

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Roll (5 Stamina)

        » Variant 1: Prevent fall damage (+2 Stamina)

        » Variant 2: End facing opposite direction

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Slide (5 Stamina)

        » Variant 1: Slide down a slope (+5 Stamina)

        » Variant 2: Stop sliding

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Sprint (10 Stamina)

        » Variant 1: Wall run (-5 Stamina)

        » Variant 2: Pause/Resume Sprint

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Wall Kick (5 Stamina)

        » Variant 1: Consecutive Wall Kicks (+5 Stamina)

        » Variant 2: Double damage, +3 feet (+5 Stamina)

      

      

      UTILITY SKILLS

      
        
        ¤ Back Handspring [Lvl. X]

        » Stamina: 5

        » Distance: 6 Feet

        » Untargetable: 2 Seconds

        » Cooldown: X Seconds

        ·

        » Immediately perform a back handspring, moving 6 feet away from the target. Gain the Untargetable trait for 2 seconds. Cooldown lasts X seconds [20 - (1.5 × Skill Level)].

        ·

        » Untargetable: Dodge all non-area effects.

        ·

        » Skill Variant 1: End the back handspring facing the opposite direction.

        ·

        » Skill Variant 2: (+5 Stamina Cost) Perform a double back handspring instead, doubling the distance and increasing Untargetable’s duration by 1 second.

      

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Dash [Lvl. X]

        » Stamina: 10

        » Distance: X Feet

        » Untargetable: 2 Seconds

        » Cooldown: X Seconds

        ·

        » Partially shift out of reality and move X feet [9 + Skill Level] in the intended direction. Gain the Untargetable trait for 1 second. Cooldown lasts X seconds [20 - (1.5 × Skill Level)].

        ·

        » To others, a player who Dashes slips from one location to the other in a blur, pulling along tendrils of shadow from the End Plane.

        ·

        » Untargetable: Dodge all non-area effects.

        ·

        » Skill Variant 1: End the Dash facing the opposite direction.

        ·

        » Skill Variant 2: (+10 Stamina Cost) Dash twice the distance without having to wait for the cooldown.

      

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Roll [Lvl. X]

        » Stamina: 5

        » Untargetable: 2 Seconds

        » Cooldown: X Seconds

        ·

        » Roll in any direction, including backward. Used to avoid attacks and get out of range of negative effects. Gain the Untargetable trait for 2 seconds. Cooldown lasts X seconds [20 - (1.5 × Skill Level)].

        ·

        » Untargetable: Dodge all non-area effects.

        ·

        » Skill Variant 1: (+2 Stamina Cost) Perform a Roll to absorb fall damage.

        ·

        » Skill Variant 2: End the Roll facing the opposite direction.

      

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Slide [Lvl. X]

        » Stamina: 5

        » Speed: +X%

        » Cooldown: X Seconds

        ·

        » Immediately drop and slide in the faced direction whether or not the player is moving. Existing speed before Slide affects total distance. Cooldown lasts X seconds [20 - (1.5 × Skill Level)].

        ·

        » Skill Variant 1: (+5 Stamina Cost) Slide down a slope until the angle levels out. Move at +X% relative speed [Skill Level × 7] as long as the slope is at a 30-degree decline.

        ·

        » Skill Variant 2: Instead of performing a Slide, immediately stop sliding. This variant does not have a cooldown time.

      

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Sprint [Lvl. X]

        » Stamina: 10

        » Speed: +X%

        » Duration: X Minutes

        ·

        » Increase base run speed by X% [10 × Skill Level] for X minutes [4 + Skill Level]. This skill does not have a cooldown. Subsequent triggering of this skill will add X minutes [4 + Skill Level] to the duration.

        ·

        » Skill Variant 1: (-5 Stamina Cost) Wall run for X feet [10 + (2 × Skill Level)]. This variant requires Sprint to already be active and the player to be running.

        ·

        » Skill Variant 2: (Free) Pause and resume the Sprint skill as needed until the duration runs out.

      

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Wall Kick [Lvl. X]

        » Stamina: 5

        » Damage: X

        » Distance: 5 Feet

        » Cooldown: X Seconds

        ·

        » Use while airborne to quickly shift direction. Useful in avoiding traps or negative area effects. Can deal X damage [Skill Level × (35 + 1/2 Strength)]. Cooldown lasts X seconds [20 - (1.5 × Skill Level)].

        ·

        » Skill Variant 1: (+5 Stamina Cost) Consecutive kicks, used to climb vertical spaces as long as two walls are close enough and less than 1.5 seconds have elapsed.

        ·

        » Skill Variant 2: (+5 Stamina Cost) Perform a powerful kick that deals double the damage and increase the distance traveled by up to 3 feet.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Recap III

          

          CHARACTER SHEET

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ¤ Entin Soroy [Lvl. 2]

        ·

        « Stats

        » Health: 1,000/1,000

        » Armor: 0

        » Strength: 0

        » Speed: 0

        » Resource: 100/100

        » Stamina: 110/110

        » Familiar Energy: 100/100

        ·

        « Weapon Experience

        » Dagger 77/10,000

        ·

        « Weapon Skills [Equipped]

        » None

        ·

        « Utility Skills

        » Back Handspring [Lvl. 1 · 120/10,000]

        » Dash [Lvl. 1 · 6,260/10,000]

        » Roll [Lvl. 1 · 220/10,000]

        » Slide [Lvl. 1 · 160/10,000]

        » Sprint [Lvl. 2 · 1,120/10,000]

        » Wall Kick [Lvl. 1 · 360/10,000]

        ·

        « Equipped Items

        » None

        ·

        « Inventory

        » None

        ·

        « Stash

        » Clothing

        » Swift Light [Unique Dagger · Rank 3]

        » 1× Vial [Water]

        ·

        « Party Stash

        » 8× Natambulo Fish Meat [400 Durability]

        » 1× Fish Bag [Unique Bag · 20 Slots]

        » 42 scyl

        ·

        « Seller Contracts

        » Mentof

        » — 1× Golden Desire [Exquisite Fishing Lure]

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      All of the colors of the world—the green hills, the far-off forest, and the City of Creannan’s walls—elongated and twisted. There was a collective intake of breath as if every person in the city decided to inhale at once.

      Then everything snapped together.

      Entin Soroy, leader of the Dungeon Runners, stood somewhere he had not been before: a new waypoint?

      Crooked trees leaned this way and that, covered in odd bunches of mushrooms. Their branches stretched toward the afternoon sky, supporting verdant leaves and curious birds tweeting casually.

      A ring of golden pixels streamed around the platform, indicating that he, his party—Triton and Aayra, excluding Bailey, who was still regrowing her leg—and Dren Becker’s daughter Ava were temporarily invulnerable.

      Ava, with as much attitude as a girl in her early twenties could muster, rolled her honey-brown eyes and hurried off the circular stone. The golden pixels turned gray and faded.

      She brushed her brunette hair behind an ear and looked back to give Entin an impatient glare. She wore the default brown shorts and shirt like they did, bare feet trudging the dirt.

      Entin summoned his game screen and followed. The map of the Land was an ocean of black, indicating unexplored territory. This new waypoint placed them about eight miles north of the Troken Dungeon.

      “How did you find this waypoint?” he asked. Traveling this far into the Wilds was cogging impressive. Most of the adventurers barely poked the forest beyond the city’s walls.

      Ava blew out a lungful of air and continued marching down the path, choosing to ignore him as she had since first meeting them near the city.

      “Yo, maybe,” Triton added, keeping a keen eye on Ava’s figure, staring lower than would appear appropriate, “she’s got a bad case of the Echo.”

      “I don’t!” Ava said, glaring back at the blue-haired guy, prompting him to grin.

      “I got her to say something. Score!”

      “The Echo doesn’t do that,” Aayra said, speaking from experience. “Even the worst cases of it wouldn’t prevent someone from talking. She just thinks herself superior.”

      Ava whipped around, hands on her hips. “As if. Don’t pull me into that stupid bickering about class. This is a complete waste of time. I should be the one to save my parents, not a bunch of . . . Runners.” She said the word with distaste.

      Entin dismissed his game screen. It collapsed to blue and silver pixels. “Alright, what’s stopping you then?”

      “My pa, that’s who,” she said, then immediately crouched, a finger pressed to her lips. Everyone followed her example, becoming alert.

      Something snorted beyond a few trees and bushes. It sounded like a Pa’unog, one of the piglike mounts the Gunthek used.

      Ava grabbed the front of her shirt and frowned, evidently expecting to find her bow. She caught him watching her and mouthed, Scout.

      A low, rhythmic wet voice sounded like the scout was talking. The words didn’t make sense and flowed as if in a bored drawl.

      Two Guntheks rounded a bush not more than twenty feet ahead. They looked like frogs except for their black beaks. Each stood about four feet tall, had bulging yellow bellies, wore scraps of leather for armor, and carried spears.

      Ava tensed and eased back until Entin signaled her to stop. For scouts, they weren’t very observant. In fact, the most observant of the party was likely the Pa’unog that the leading Gunthek rode.

      It was a muscular creature with matching green skin to its rider. Jagged black tusks extended out nearly a foot ahead of it, likely used to impale its prey. It sniffed the air, head rolling left and right.

      “Ruo bi ba oughruk,” said the leader. Its companion, smaller and lighter in skin color, made a high-pitched noise and croaked as if in laughter. That abruptly stopped when the leading Gunthek slammed the shaft of its spear down upon its companion’s head.

      A minute later, the two scouts disappeared around a tree, only present by the sound of the leading Gunthek’s monologue.

      Ava stood, finding herself very close to Triton, who had somehow moved up next to her while everyone was distracted.

      “Yo,” he said and grinned. “You dating anyone?”

      She let out a breath, rolled her eyes, and marched forward, hurrying her step. “The dungeon’s up here,” she whispered. “But the Guntheks patrol this area, so we need to be careful.”

      Triton nodded. “I’m the best at being careful and stuff. It’s practically my middle name.”

      “I thought,” Aayra said with a smirk, “Danger was your middle name?”

      “Who says I can’t have more than one middle name? And cogs, girlio, I said practically. Way to miss a detail, Ms. Genius.”

      Entin, not for the first time that day, wondered whether he had invited the right people to be Dungeon Runners. This whole thing was a trial, one that had succeeded well in the undersea library.

      But now they were being tested by adventurers. If they could pull this off, word would spread, and new jobs—lucrative jobs—would fall into their laps.

      Today marked a massive change to their lives, yet his party continued to treat it without respect. Lourne would know what to do. Maybe Entin just had to ask the man how to be a leader.

      Ava climbed a tangled mess of roots. It led up to a stone ledge sandwiched between trees covered in moss and purple mushrooms.

      Entin and the others followed. If not for Ava, he wouldn’t have thought twice about the ledge that led into a twisting path, walled by trees until it opened to a dungeon’s entrance.

      A large octahedron-shaped white crystal hovered in front of a smooth-cut stone. Wisps of white lifted from the stone’s surface, drifting there like clouds. Four smaller black crystals in the same shape as the main crystal floated out from the center at forty-five-degree angles.

      “How did you even find this?” he asked. Each dungeon entrance seemed to have been secreted away into the fantasy landscape.

      “Does it matter?” Ava asked. “My parents aren’t going to last forever in there. And this dungeon has a modifier. If the entire party dies, we can’t try again, not to mention we won’t have any gear.”

      This world had so many mysteries, yet no one wanted to share their knowledge. It was cogging obnoxious.

      What would Lourne do?

      The man would get straight to business, take charge, ask the right questions, and tell everyone what to do so they didn’t waste time.

      “Send me an invite to your party,” Entin said, standing a little taller and taking command. It was, after all, what they were paying him for. “What’s the dungeon’s theme?”

      “You can find that out when you get in there,” she said, summoning her red game screen. She tapped a few times until a new dialog appeared.

      
        
        ¤ Party Invite

        » Ava has invited you to her party.

        » Accept or Decline?

      

      

      “This is what’s going to happen,” he said, battling two fronts: anxiety and annoyance. He purposely let the invite dialog hover in the air. “We’re here to help you. If you won’t cooperate, we’re leaving.”

      “Leaving!” she yelled, then cupped her mouth. In a much quieter tone, she said, “But I just brought you here and paid to unlock the waypoint for you. You can’t leave now.”

      “I’m not working with someone who doesn’t want our help.”

      “Yeah,” Triton said, always eager to add value to the conversation, “You have to want it.”

      “You, shut up.”

      Aayra laughed.

      Ava crossed her arms and breathed through her nose. “Fine. This is stupid. But fine. I’ll cooperate.”

      “Good. Because you’re going to be one of my Runners.”

      “Me?”

      “Yes. I have three members. You and your parents make up another three, keeping us within the six-member max. And you’ve actually been in the dungeon. You know what we’re up against.

      “So let me ask again, why waste time getting us if you can save the day? And what’s the dungeon’s theme?”

      Ava looked at him, then flicked her eyes to the portal’s crystals before looking back. “I tried, okay? Redeemers’ folly, I tried and died four cogging times trying to get back to my parents. But all of the mobs are camping the entrance.”

      “You were just going to send us in there to die?” Entin asked.

      “To die?” Triton echoed, mimicking Entin’s aggravated expression.

      She tensed. “No, I—”

      “I get it,” Entin said, “you don’t want to be shown up by a Runner. But maybe you should stop thinking this is about ego and think more about fixing the problem you created.”

      “I didn’t create the problem,” she said, miffed.

      “You didn’t aggro the mobs and pull them to the entrance, making it so your parents can’t escape?”

      “I was . . . helping. And if I can’t fight through them, what makes you think you can?”

      Entin could feel the seconds ticking away to the point when her parents would materialize here with nothing and no way back to reclaim their gear.

      He finally accepted the party invite. “Dungeon Runners,” he said, motioning to Triton and Aayra, sending each a party invite, “don’t fight monsters. We exploit dungeons. We avoid the enemy or aggro them away.

      “You’re going to be our Grabber,” he said, pointing to Ava. “You know where you died, so you can get there and back the fastest. Triton and Aayra are Distractors. They will sacrifice themselves to keep the monsters from you.”

      “That’s what you do?” Ava asked, something evidently clicking in her head. Her attitude seemed to wash away at that moment, realizing they were not crazy, low-level adventurers with no gear. It was all a strategy.

      He nodded and asked her to quickly explain the details of the dungeon while he pointed two fingers at it and twisted his wrist, summoning its Information Box.

      
        
        ¤ Abruel Dungeon [Exquisite · Rank 2]

        » Dungeon Reset: 14h 41m

        » Treasures: 3/3

        » Leaderboard: Unclaimed

        » Modifiers: Limited 1

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Limited [Dungeon Modifier]

        » A limited dungeon can only be attempted the number of times indicated. Once started, if there are no party members in the dungeon, the dungeon instance ends, and the party cannot reattempt until the dungeon resets.

        » Death incurs a 5-minute cooldown before the party member may be permitted to re-enter.
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      The mission was a go.

      Black crystals snapped to the corners of the portal’s doorway. The central crystal burst apart into teal liquid, forming waves that crashed against an invisible upright barrier.

      Triton and Aayra were the first to jump through, one after the other, following a two-second count. They had the very important job of dispersing the mobs on the other side.

      Entin and Ava waited for a solid uncomfortable minute. She bit her lower lip, studying the moss-covered ground. And he did his best to fill his chest with air and force out all the butterflies that fluttered within.

      It was time to perform, and he really didn’t feel ready for it, not with his Stamina’s Current Max at 78. This would be a mad dash through the chaos of a harder dungeon. And all the mobs were ready to attack the second he entered.

      His internal clock dinged, and he forced all of his doubts to the back of his mind and stepped through. The portal’s cold liquid enveloped him, then his foot landed on the firm green ground on the other side.

      A disarray of massive curving vines looped around each other, up and down, with equally massive red roses, their petals glowing in the dim light, chiming to distant music.

      Menacing thorns jutted out from every surface, wickedly sharp and as big as trees, filling the dungeon with an omnidirectional forest.

      Pink flame guys hovered in glass orbs, drifting through the dungeon on a warm breeze. Their expressions held an edge of surprise and shock to see him again.

      He snapped out of his wonder and quickly sidestepped just as Ava entered. The portal collapsed behind her, and he grabbed her hand.

      Despite Triton and Aayra’s best efforts, a good dozen mobs still surrounded the portal’s entrance. Some were black beetles with long vertical spikes protruding from their backs. Others looked like leaf soldiers, wielding thorns that had been carved down into swords.

      A gargantuan caterpillar turned back from slowly chasing the Distractors. Its bulbous form—as large as a tram—twisted around, happy to pursue the new prey to have walked into its world.

      Entin triggered the second variant of Dash while holding Ava’s hand. His Stamina dropped to 58/78. They both blurred through the world, twenty feet from where they had stood. And the moment they snapped back to reality, Ava triggered her Dash, continuing away from the mobs.

      The beetles made a high-pitched chittering noise before launching the spikes from their backs. The spikes shot upward and hit a transparent disk, angled to reflect the projectiles around obstacles. They made bell-like sounds, then sliced into the ground, which produced a milky substance.

      The vine curved downward here, and Entin triggered the first variant of Slide, which allowed him to move faster than sprinting while the decline was greater than thirty degrees.

      Ava did the same, and they shot down the vine as if it were the largest, most awesome water slide, ehh . . . without water. They moved away from the mobs trying to keep up but falling behind.

      Once they broke through the aggro range, the mobs stopped chasing and started cycling through whatever passive animations they had while waiting for enemies to draw near.

      Some of the flames cheered silently, making their glass orbs bob in the air.

      “I died over there,” Ava said, pointing to where the green vines had turned a glossy black as if corrupted by something. The thorns there were long, thin, and arched like claws.

      This also provided a fantastic view of the dungeon’s bottom. Or it confirmed what Ava had said, that there was no bottom. The vines grew out of the darkness. Falling would likely automatically kill anything that reached a certain depth.

      “And your parents?” Entin asked, scanning the other vines for any sign of the adventurers. Her gear was the first objective since she’d be able to use it to help fend off any mobs. But saving her parents would garner the most reputation and, well, loot.

      “They were with me,” she said, whipping her head around, her eyebrows pinched together. “They couldn’t have gone far. My pa said they were hiding where the boss couldn’t find them.”

      Entin summoned his map—annoyed that he didn’t think to use it sooner—and it provided an overview of the section they had just run through.

      Far to one side were the icons of Triton and Aayra, hidden beneath the black of unexplored space. Apparently, maps weren’t automatically shared between party members.

      There was no sign of Dren and his wife, Lily. Then a chime resonated in Entin’s head, and he immediately knew what it was.

      
        
        ¤ Message [Dren Becker]

        » Thank the Maker, you guys made it! We just died. The boss found us hiding in a rose. It’s a crazy hum—

      

      

      Ava grabbed Entin’s hand, and everything blurred. At the end of the movement, the world stilled, and they were twenty feet away from a giant hummingbird.

      Its wings were a blur of red and green. Its chest feathers glowed white. And its eyes were a beady black, staring directly at them.

      Despite how fast its wings were moving, they didn’t make a sound, which was how it had snuck up on him. The only thing the wings seemed to affect was the air, producing strong gusts that were likely meant to push careless adventurers over the vine’s edge.

      The hummingbird zipped out of sight before reappearing a second later, weaving the wind. Streams of white flowed out from it and toward them.

      Entin wanted to trigger Sprint, but his Stamina was already down to 48. Exhausting his primary resource would be stupid. So, instead, he raced forward without the help of his skills, towing Ava from behind.

      Jutting thorns were everywhere as if the two of them were running through a gauntlet of knives. Sharp things combined with a cogging wind-controlling bird was not great, not great at all.

      Gusts of wind tore at his back. He lifted half a foot off the vine, feet running on nothing, then landed, only to have Ava rip him toward the curving side that dropped off to hundreds of feet of open air.

      She screamed, crushing his hand.

      He triggered a normal Dash to get them back to semi-flat ground.

      This perfectly natural aversion to death motivated the boss to try harder. It made an earsplitting chirp, and gusts of wind pushed from all sides.

      Entin’s foot slapped the blackened vine, sinking half an inch. It was as if it were covered in ash. Particles of black and glowing purple puffed. The ground grew slick.

      Just ahead was Ava’s bag. It hovered above the curving black vine, turning slowly in the air, anchored by a thin white line.

      Another chime resonated in his head as if he wasn’t doing enough, as it were. “Grab your bag!” he yelled to Ava over the wind and let go of her hand, choosing to grab a sharp thorn instead.

      The pain was immediate but dull. Negative 72 in red lifted above, unaffected by the wailing winds. Luckily, his stubborn desire to not fly off into the void had maintained the boss’s attention, keeping it away from his client.

      It zipped around, chirping annoyed sounds and blasting him with wind that forced him to hold tighter to the thorn and take more damage.

      In between blasts, he chanced summoning his game screen only to find that both Aayra and Triton had died already. They had five minutes. Dren and Lily wouldn’t be able to re-enter for another three minutes.

      Cogs! They weren’t going to last three whole minutes, not with how fast he was losing health.

      This was what he was afraid of. They weren’t ready to tackle this dungeon. But sometimes—or really, most times—he just had to hit the wall to understand his limits.

      This was one of those situations.

      Hello, wall. . . .

      Then he had the cogging worst idea. Truth be told, Dungeon Runners were expendable. And this was a good moment to utilize that.

      A pink flame guy rushed past, caught in a gust. It looked to be screaming as it whooshed around the vine and out of sight.

      Entin let go of the thorn. His health had dropped to 334/1,000. The wind immediately tore him toward the side, his feet sliding on the slick blackened ground.

      Ava was seconds away from reclaiming her items. He yelled, “Stay alive!” Then jumped off the side, throwing his arms in an attempt to do a 360-degree spin in a hurricane. The first 180 degrees spun him around to face the bird, watching his descent with glee, no doubt.

      He triggered the second variant of Dash, angled at the bird. His Stamina dropped to 18. A mere second later, he reformed, and the spinning motion he had started, continued, turning him around to land on the bird’s neck.

      This was probably a bad time to realize he had never once ridden a bird before, or any animal for that matter. If only he had a rope or something to string around the avian beast, it might have worked.

      But he didn’t. . . .

      Entin made up for this lack of resources and planning with sheer will. He clung to the creature’s vibrating body, tearing fist fulls of feathers out as it zipped left and right in an attempt to dislodge him.

      His legs slipped free, and he fell forward, reciting in his mind that death was a mere cycle of this eternal life. It wasn’t something to be afraid of. And since he was a Dungeon Runner, there was nothing to lose.

      But that didn’t stop his heart from ricocheting in his chest, believing for all it was worth that these were the last seconds of Entin Soroy, death by hummingbird.

      He frantically and blindly grabbed for anything he could possibly hold to survive a handful of seconds longer and managed to wrap his hands around something unexpectedly firm: the hummingbird’s beak.

      It tried to chirp its distress but only managed to produce a muffled sound as his body swung around like a flailing monkey.

      He pulled his legs in and wrapped them around the beak, cementing his hold, then gave it his best and most loving full-body hug.

      His weight, compared to that of a typically lightweight animal—despite its size—offset its balance and angle. It flapped and flapped, doing its best to vibrate him free, turning his brain into a fizzy drink that felt ready to burst from his ears.

      The only thing he was cognizant of was their descent. The bird didn’t seem so gleeful at its own potential demise into the black below and fought with all it had to stay upright. This included ramming him into a long thorn that sliced across his back.

      He grit his teeth, health dropping to 93/1,000. Another thorn, and he would burst into shards of light, freeing the bird to return to Ava.

      Entin arched his neck back, doing his best to see the blurry world. They were heading straight toward a long purple thorn near the bottom of the dungeon, the black looking almost like a veil, a barrier of no return.

      He let go of the beak with his arms while keeping his legs locked. His body unfurled, allowing him to focus his aim downward, then he triggered Dash.

      The world blurred. And much to his relief, when it snapped back only a mere few feet below the sharp end of the purple thorn, he was still attached to the boss.

      The bird fluttered wildly before crashing into the black. It splashed like water that clung to whatever it touched, tearing health away.

      The hummingbird made one final, desperate chirp.

      Then they both died.
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      Entin threw the door open to the orphanage and marched in with Triton and Aayra in tow. “We’ve got food!” he announced to the roomful of startled and curious children.

      Ausemnie arched an eyebrow from where she stood near a table, Joia—four years old with piggy tails and puffy red eyes—riding on her hip.

      “Really?” Ohto asked. Others asked a variation of the same thing, and everyone perked up.

      It was just after dinner hour, a time when the market Runners weren’t in demand and could return home for their own suppers.

      Caleb and Farhan were the only remaining market Runners of the orphans. Caleb had a pasty white complexion under a shaggy mop of brown hair. He was always hiding in a corner where he could watch people but not interact.

      And Farhan was Caleb’s stark opposite with stylish black hair, golden brown skin, and always out looking for the spotlight, which routinely made him late for everything, especially if the thing he was late for didn’t have any cute girls to charm.

      “Really, really,” Triton said, grabbing Ohto and throwing him a few feet into the air before catching him again. This produced a fitful of giggles.

      “And,” Entin said, “something special for a special day.” Not only did they complete the undersea library dungeon by stealing the boss’s loot, they—or rather, he—managed to kill a dungeon boss.

      It wasn’t one of those things he could do in every dungeon, but it certainly fell into the realm of exploiting a dungeon’s weakness. And, apparently, once a dungeon’s boss had been defeated—killed, not just stolen from—all the mobs and traps disappeared.

      Ava was presented with a large golden chest full of treasures worth dying for, treasures he and his party were due their fifty percent.

      Once Dren received his gear and all of the extra treasure, he had not one negative thing to say. Even Ava eased off her annoyed act. Working with Dungeon Runners saved their items and got them a whole lot more than they had expected.

      That was how you ran a business: deliver value beyond expectation. Word would certainly spread to the other dungeoneers.

      Bailey appeared at the hallway’s entrance, laughing at something Suma had said, always quick with a sarcastic comment.

      The girl was seventeen and Asian with long black hair pulled into a fancy braid. She chose to get a job from a merchant instead of being a Runner. The pay was worse but consistent. But more importantly, she didn’t have to run.

      “Ya saved their gear, then?” Bailey asked. Her lips had a glossy pink sheen and were turned up at the edges.

      Triton scoffed. “Saved their gear? Our fearless leader killed the cogging dungeon boss! He most definitely has a story to tell.”

      “Story?” Ohto asked. “I want story!”

      “It’s dinner time, Ohto,” Ausemnie said, then told everyone to wash up and put their crafts away. She handed Joia to her sister Ziera, who helped with the younger kids.

      The Asian brothers, Grenden and Isan, energetically started pulling chairs out from the tables as if it were a contest to see how fast they could rearrange the tavern’s main floor for dinner.

      Dantic was sitting in the corner, shoulders slumped, his umber skin trying to fade into the shadows. Not even the prospect of food seemed to lighten his mood.

      The reason was obvious, perhaps because it hit so close to home. The kid wanted to be of value. And every day he wasn’t contributing, he felt just that much more worthless.

      Or so Entin thought. He was cogging terrible at guessing what others felt. But in this specific case, it felt right, which was why he got the kid something.

      Aayra moved away from all the commotion and hugged the wall. Triton joined in with the Asian brothers, grabbing three chairs at a time just to prove he could one-up them, which got them doing the same thing.

      Bailey, no doubt acting as the newly minted treasurer, approached Aayra so they could catalog their findings.

      Entin walked up to Dantic and sat, making the kid flinch. It had been longer than a week, which happened to be ten days in this world. That was a whole lot of sulking.

      Well, that time was over.

      “Got you something,” Entin said, which was mostly true. He didn’t stroll through the market and buy the kid this one thing that, hopefully, would solve more than one problem. It was loot, the magical drop of sometimes-useful items.

      Dantic looked uncertain, likely thinking himself unworthy of whatever supposed gift the leader of the Dungeon Runners had to give, but there was also a spark of curiosity.

      Entin summoned his game screen with a right swipe, opening his inventory directly. He withdrew a single item, which turned into the outline of a long and narrow rod before materializing.

      “A fishing pole?” Dantic asked, eyebrows raised. He accepted the pole, holding it with extreme care as if his terrible luck would infect the reddish-brown wood and break it on the spot.

      Entin summoned its Information Box and tapped the eye icon to share his screen.

      
        
        ¤ Eshta Fishing Rod [Unique · Rank 1]

        » Damage: 13-21 Physical

        » Durability: 130/130/130

        » Perk: Fishing I [Fish Quality +10%]

      

      

      “Not just any fishing pole,” he said, drawing out his presentation like a salesman of the latest flight ships—that errant thought made him tense, and for a fleeting second, he saw the bodies of all those people floating in space again. He banished the memory and said with all the theatrics he could muster, “It’s an Eshta fishing pole.”

      “What does that mean?” Dantic asked in a whisper.

      “Got no idea,” Entin replied in a matching whisper.

      Dantic laughed. It was a good sound, and the lingering smile fit well. His reaction was worth all the food in the Land. If only the other people suffering could be helped so easily, maybe some of their scars would heal.

      “This fishing pole,” Entin said, “comes with a very important job. I believe the saying goes, ‘Give a man a fish; you feed him for a day. Teach a man to fish; you feed him for a lifetime.’”

      “I’ve never heard that before.”

      “Well, it was clearly back when fishing was legal. Those working the aquaponic farms would not take kindly to people stealing their fish. But this is a new world, and fish is back on the menu.”

      “I’ve had fish before.”

      “I’m talking about real fish, not that synthesized stuff.”

      “The fish here are not—”

      “They are real. We are real. But if you don’t want the job . . .”

      “I want it!”

      “Good. Accept my trade request so you’re the official owner. I’ve also thrown in a special fishing bag. Don’t lose them.”

      Dantic accepted the trade and grinned all the wider. “I’ll catch the biggest fish! We won’t ever go without food again.”

      Someone ignited the hearth. The flickering flames filled the tavern with an instant warmth. Happy music from stringed instruments and flutes  mixed with the sounds of everyone’s chatter.

      “You’re cogging crazy!” Triton shouted, arm wrestling little Joia, who was giggling nonstop, the evidence of crying now gone from her tiny face.

      Ausemnie was trying to get the others to take their seats. She would normally be the one to divvy out their available food, saving a little more for those who needed the Stamina to make money. But since she couldn’t use food to get people to behave, they decided watching the strength contest to be more fun.

      Joia’s arm was propped up on nicely folded clothes that happened to look like Entin’s. Bailey must have brought them out for him to change, then decided to donate them to a better cause.

      Triton was losing to a four-year-old girl. What better cause was there than that? One would chalk it up to acting, but the guy wasn’t one to lose a contest voluntarily. What he seemed to have forgotten was how everyone had the same base Strength stat.

      “Her arms are short,” he said. “She has an unfair advantage!” He grunted under the strain, the sound making Joia laugh harder, her cheeks red. If she could pee her shorts, she probably would.

      The moment Triton’s knuckles touched the table, everyone cheered. Bailey lifted Joia onto her shoulders and spun in circles, chanting, “Triton is a loser, loser, loser. Triton is a loser, loser, loser.” The others chimed in, then Triton laughed and sang with them, more to save face than anything else.

      “It’s dinner time, everyone,” Ausemnie said. She seemed on edge, not joining the fun like she would normally.

      Either sensing this themselves or for the promise of food, everyone grabbed their chairs, then looked to Entin expectantly.

      He grinned. This was almost the best part of beating two dungeons in a day. But the best part would come after dinner, no doubt.

      He summoned his game screen and performed a proximity trade with Ausemnie, dropping all the food his little party of Dungeon Runners had received from loot, from gathering berries and fruit outside the Abruel Dungeon, and from their little shopping excursion in the market.

      Ausemnie opened her game screen and caught her breath. She looked to Entin, Bailey, Triton, and Aayra before saying, “Tonight, we celebrate our Dungeon Runners.”

      To which Triton said, “And we’ve got cake!”
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        * * *

      

      No scrap, no morsel of food, not a single crumb was spared from the delectable dinner shared by this newly found family. And the inventory system kept everything perfectly fresh until it was served:

      Steaming drumsticks glazed with a sweet golden coating; mashed potatoes and brown gravy; roasted vegetables of all sorts, from strange to normal; and hot rolls with actual butter.

      Of course, this was all topped off by a delicious white cake that made all the kids drop their jaws. One even cried. It felt like an eternity ago that any of them had cake or sweets of any kind.

      Everyone dealt with this in their own way. Some ate as fast as they could, white frosting coating their noses and cheeks. Others took a few small bites and then stored the rest, unsure when they would ever get cake again.

      After dinner and games and music, after Triton and Aayra returned to their own homes, wherever those were, and before Entin was scheduled for storytelling—not until everyone was properly tucked into their beds, including the wandering Ohto—he knocked on Ausemnie’s door, standing in the hallway with Bailey.

      “Come,” she said, her voice muffled.

      Entin opened the door and stepped in. Her place in this orphanage was a far cry from what it should be. She likely had the smallest room despite owning the building.

      It was large enough for a bed, a tiny desk in the corner beneath a round window, and nothing else. She was sitting on her bed, her eyes carrying the weight of something unspoken. Then she perked up and smiled as if everything was perfect in life.

      Of course, that was a lie.

      “Thanks for tonight,” she said. “I can’t remember the last time I had cake.” She paused, likely trying to remember, then found that her memories were not meant for casual perusal. They were a minefield of things they’d all like to forget.

      “We have something else,” Entin said and motioned to Bailey.

      She grinned and summoned her game screen. “I’m the treasurer of the Dungeon Runners.”

      “Oh,” Ausemnie said, “congratulations. Does that mean you’re not going to do market Runs anymore?” There was a hint of disappointment in her voice. Honestly, there was a hint of a lot of things there.

      Bailey shook her head. “Why work for people who don’t value us?” she said, parroting what Entin had said. “We’re formin’ our own company, en we’ve agreed, though without me being there”—she glared at Entin—“that half of our earnings will go to the orphanage. Of course, Entin en I will give everythin’ we can.”

      She summoned a bag of coins, the value set to 43 scyl, and tossed it to Ausemnie, who caught it and stared at the number, stunned.

      This was a small fortune. It would take three months for a market Runner to make this much, and only if they didn’t eat, which was entirely impractical. Runners needed their Stamina.

      Bailey grinned. They were actually making a difference now. Not wasting their time on thankless jobs. Things would work out.

      Ausemnie swallowed and sniffed, then a tear escaped down her cheek. She sucked in a breath and quickly wiped the tear away, but another replaced it. “I-I’m sorry. It’s just. . . .”

      “It’s not enough,” Entin said, realizing right then and there what Ausemnie had been dealing with alone. “Cogs,” he whispered, “it’s rent.”

      “Rent?” Bailey asked. She obviously knew that the orphanage had to pay rent. That was part of her argument for him to do market Runs while waiting on Lourne for the next dungeon. But they had just given 43 scyl. How was that not enough?

      Ausemnie nodded. “I’ve been petitioning the government to reclassify this tavern as an orphanage, but they don’t have that classification, and there are just so many other petitions. It could be months before they do anything.”

      “How much?” Entin asked.

      “A tavern business,” she said, shaking her head, “must pay one gyl at the start of each month. It’s due in four days.

      “And it’s not like we can get a normal place to live. The System charges based on the number of tenants, not to mention the cost of adding rooms. We just have too many people. . . .”

      Her trailing voice made real the impossible decision she would be forced to make. If they couldn’t earn enough money, they’d lose the orphanage, and she’d have to choose who to help and who to abandon.

      “So,” Bailey said, “how much we got?”

      Ausemnie looked up, an expression of guilt there as if this was somehow her fault. “I-I’ve been trying to save, but with food prices the way they are . . . We have eight scyl.”

      “Only eight?”

      She nodded, staring at the floor. “I’ve been trying to get donations, but a lot of people upgraded their free housing and have their own rent to worry about. No one will take any of the children, either. The ones who could are already helping.

      “Vay would have helped somehow, but he got arrested defending a Lumarian. He’s . . . a developer. But one of the good ones! He helped me kill Night Wolves and has been donating his extra food.”

      “We don’t need this place,” Entin said, and the look Ausemnie gave him was soul-crushing. “I mean,” he said gently, “we have each other, right? We can make anything work, even if we’re living on the streets.”

      She nodded slowly, another tear escaping down her cheek. “They have just been through so much already. Now they’re going to lose their home.”

      Entin balled his fists. The world was so cogging unfair! But they had 51 scyl and four days to make up the difference. Even if it was the slimmest of possibilities, he’d make it happen.
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      Early the next morning, before anyone was awake, Entin snuck out of the kids’ bedroom. He had moved his bed in there, not wanting to share one with Ohto again.

      The kid kicks in his sleep!

      This was a preemptive strategy, knowing the kids wouldn’t let him leave after regaling them with the horrors of the deep sea library and the monsters therein.

      He deposited everything to the shared Stash, noticing he had a new message with a delivery. It was the leaderboard gift from the last dungeon, the one Bailey hadn’t attended.

      Whatever it was, she’d feel left out. So, being a good boyfriend . . . Was he her boyfriend? That made sense, but they hadn’t really done anything since that first kiss. They held hands and shared lingering glances, neither wanting to push it. Truth be told, he didn’t want to lose his best friend.

      In any case, he would wait to accept the leaderboard gift and give it to her. They could figure out everything else later. They definitely had the time to take things slow.

      As for the orphanage, there was only one way he could imagine earning enough money to pay for rent, and that was running a dungeon. But the Troken Dungeon still had something like four days before it would reset.

      This left one answer.

      Unlike his first unlocked waypoint, which was subsidized by the city, making it free, the Abruel Dungeon waypoint cost 12 chyps one way. Adding more to his party didn’t change the cost.

      He took the exact amount of the triangular copper coins, reducing his overall wealth to just 22 chyps, and recognized that getting back would require his untimely death. Death was certainly the cheapest form of travel, but it traveled in only one direction.

      Entin jogged to the waypoint outside the city’s gates. Most people weren’t out this early. The sky was a dark gray, and the Runner constellation Bailey had discovered still sparkled brightly.

      Being out in his default clothing was always easier when no one would see him. But lately, it didn’t bother him as much. In a way, it was a badge of honor that he went out into the Wilds, into dungeons, with nothing more than his brown shorts and shirt.

      Beyond the city walls, he stepped up to an occupied waypoint. A girl wearing a black hooded cloak and mask glanced at him before vanishing into a swirling burst of pixels.

      She looked familiar in that tiny span of a second their eyes had met. Of course, he didn’t know anyone who ventured out into the Wilds wearing nothing more than a cloak, which didn’t look like it would provide armor.

      What was she doing out there? Foraging?

      He summoned his game screen, tapped the northernmost waypoint he had unlocked, and paid the 12 chyps. The world twisted and elongated, filled with the rasping noise of a sudden intake of breath by a choir of people, then he reformed within the darkness.

      Mushrooms spotted the forest and glowed purple. Their spores, like fireflies, drifted around trees and bushes that were picked clean of berries. Birds snoozed on overhead branches, their feathers puffed up against the cold air.

      Unlike the Wilds in the day, the music was hushed to a whisper, tinkling in the distance like a magical lullaby.

      It took him half the time to get to the dungeon’s portal entrance, careful to avoid any Gunthek scouts. He summoned the dungeon’s Information Box and let out a disappointed breath.

      
        
        ¤ Abruel Dungeon [Exquisite · Rank 2]

        » Dungeon Reset: 4d 13h 2m

        » Treasures: 3/3

        » Leaderboard: Unclaimed

        » Modifiers: Limited 1

      

      

      Great. This dungeon also had the Limited modifier. It was possible that all dungeons of Exquisite rarity or higher would have the modifier. Or maybe modifiers were simply a part of the dungeon itself, so this one would always have the Limited modifier, while the Troken Dungeon would never have a modifier.

      What this meant, however, was that they couldn’t explore the dungeon and come back to it later, prepared for the specific challenges they had uncovered.

      His strategy of throwing himself at the wall over and over until something stuck wouldn’t work. They had one chance. And if they failed, that would be the end of the orphanage.

      Cogs and sprockets! It was always something. This meant they’d need to be prepared. Luckily, he had a few ideas, but that didn’t ease the anxiety that filled his chest.

      With that thought, he triggered his emergency death, ascended to the Celestial Plane, and respawned in the city’s cemetery.
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        * * *

      

      Entin sat at an empty table on a raised balcony overlooking the market. People were setting up their booths, withdrawing items to entice those who wandered past.

      They fidgeted with each item, ensuring their products sat at the right angle or were the right color to draw the eye. It was a totally different world than being inside a dungeon or the Wilds.

      The bridges were lined with people holding their fishing poles. Dantic was already there, listening intently to an old man with a long white beard. His hat was covered in fishing lures.

      Someone walked below the balcony, saying something about how a dungeon had been completed. “No one has even heard of them.”

      “How did they do it?” asked a female, her voice growing soft with distance.

      Entin enjoyed the small burst of pride that warmed his chest. This was how it started, people whispering about the mysterious group completing dungeons while everyone else avoided them as being too risky.

      He turned his attention to the waitress, a Lumarian, one of the NPCs that half the humans seemed to hate. She had light brown skin and purple hair that matched her larger-than-life eyes and the markings of flowers on her neck.

      Lumarians were smaller than humans. They had a tiny nub of a nose and a sharp chin. She wore a purple skirt, gray shirt, white apron, and a hairpin that looked like a pumpkin.

      She approached the next table over, her hands fidgeting at her front. Two men were talking, completely oblivious to her.

      “Gabe, today isn’t Deiaday,” said one man. “It’s Thursday.”

      “How do you figure?”

      “It just feels like a Thursday.”

      “Ha! It feels like a Thursday, you say? John, what exactly does that feel like?”

      “It doesn’t matter. There are no seasons on this Land. I can use whatever day and month I want.”

      “Is this what we’re to expect from the great Timer Keepers guild you want to make?”

      “It’s a start. We’ll have two versions of the calendar. This one is the unofficial one. Once I get some funding and others to help, we’ll standardize the calendar.”

      “Month.”

      “What?” John asked.

      “What’s the month? It feels like a Thursday. What month does it feel like?”

      “October.”

      “How do you figure?”

      “The NPCs . . . like this one,” he pointed to the Lumarian who had been trying to get their attention, “she has a pumpkin hairpin.”

      “I . . .” she started, then bit her lower lip.

      “Don’t be rude,” Gabe said. “Talking about people as if they aren’t there.”

      “She’s a computer,” John said, and the girl wilted, looking like she wanted to leave but was stuck there to do her job.

      For an NPC, she was very lifelike. Of course, this begged the question of what was real when everyone existed as a bunch of ones and zeroes.

      “Either way,” Gabe said, “she’s trying to take your order.”

      “Oh, I’ll have coffee, black.”

      “Can you make a mocha?”

      “I doubt she underst—”

      “Yes,” the Lumarian said, seemingly in an effort to assert herself as smart enough to take an order.

      “I take that back,” John said.

      She summoned a purple game screen, tapped a few times, and withdrew two cups. “That’ll be three chyps for the black coffee and four chyps for the mocha.”

      Lourne pulled a chair out next to Entin and sat. “Who told you about my secret morning routine?”

      “Ruben,” Entin said, grinning.

      “Trezel,” Lourne said, raising a hand to get the girl’s attention, “the normal, please.”

      “Professor Daeith,” she said, “of course. And for you?”

      Professor?

      Entin grimaced. He didn’t have any money on hand, and spending what little he had while the orphanage was about to be shut down seemed irresponsible. “Nothing for me. Sorry.”

      “Nonsense,” Lourne said. “Get him a”—he looked over Entin, stroking his beard—“black coffee. He’ll want cream and sugar on the side, no doubt.”

      “I don’t have any money.”

      “It’s on me. You could say it’s in exchange for information. And you should experience coffee in this world. It increases your maximum Stamina, you know? Plus ten points for six hours. Could be useful for a Runner.”

      Trezel summoned two cups and placed them gently on the table, then summoned two more cups, one full of cream, the other full of tiny sugar cubes. Lourne handed her a small stack of chyps. She smiled and took her leave.

      “You . . . want information?” Entin asked. He was here to pick Lourne’s brain, not the other way around.

      “You didn’t think I would hear about the mysterious group that completed the first dungeon? And Dren told me what you and your group did, saving his gear.”

      “Oh, so what do you want to know?”

      “Your map of the Troken Dungeon. And any information you think would be helpful.”

      Entin shrugged and dropped a few sugar cubes into his coffee, pretending he knew what he was doing. He had never had coffee before. “I doubt it’s worth it.

      “The Troken Dungeon is a boss rush in an underwater library. If you don’t go for the center chest, you could kill the mobs for some loot. But if you do go for the treasure, you’ll have to fight the boss.”

      Lourne had an odd smile tugging at his lips. “My boy—my protégé—you won against a boss?”

      “Well, not really. At least not in the Troken Dungeon. All we had to do was steal the chest. I got the key off the boss. That was hard enough. And my friends were able to escape with the treasure.”

      “Well done! But don’t think I didn’t catch that little detail you so humbly dropped. You did kill a boss, and in a second dungeon, no less. I imagine this was Dren’s secret dungeon?”

      “It’s a secret?”

      Lourne laughed. “Not much anymore, is it? I think he’s been selling access to the waypoint since bringing you there. He probably figures you and your Runners will sell access, so he’s capitalizing on the discovery.”

      That was a great idea. “I didn’t even think about that. But how many people would want to buy access to a waypoint to a harder dungeon? The Troken Dungeon is already hard enough for most people.”

      “Not as many as you’d hope, but not as few as you’d expect. I guess we’ll skip this dungeon. But that’s okay. We’ve been exploring the east side of the Land, beyond the lake.

      “There’s a whole series of caves over there with these monsters called Moulticks. Ugly things. But they drop meat, and meat sells really well, so long as no one figures out where it came from. . . .” He stared off into the distance, then shuddered.

      “A-anyway,” he said, “what can I do for you? Whoa, that’s a lot of cream, boy. You’re not supposed to use all of it.”

      “You’re not?”

      “What sort of coffee do you drink?” he asked, then laughed. “You don’t drink coffee, do you? Well, I’m sure it’ll be palatable enough. Give it a taste.”

      Entin lifted the cup, which was nice and warm, and took a sip. “It’s very sweet.”

      “Yeah, how many cubes did you put in?”

      “Ten?”

      “Ten! Bah, you won’t grow any hair on your chest drinking straight sugar. But, I suppose for your first, it could be worse. Anyhow, I’m going to assume you didn’t track this place down for coffee. What did you want to ask me?”

      “I want to know how to be a good leader.”

      Lourne raised an eyebrow, his eyes gaining a sort of energy. He sipped his coffee and nodded. “Did I ever tell you I was a history professor before all of this?” He waved at their digital world.

      Entin shook his head.

      “Well, you’ve gone on and asked a teacher to teach. Dangerous request.” He chuckled. “Being a good leader is not so difficult.

      “There are leadership skills that everyone can develop, such as speaking clearly, having confidence in yourself, and choosing the best course of action. But what truly makes a good leader is the ability to . . .”

      Entin leaned in, waiting for the secret to be revealed, the thing that could very well take his team of misfits and make them work as a cohesive whole.

      Lourne smiled, drawing out the delivery, then said, “To listen.”

      “To listen?”

      “A leader isn’t someone who simply makes all the decisions. A leader is someone who listens to their followers—in this case, your party—then makes logical connections.

      “You can’t do that in the silo of your own head. If you don’t know what the needs and desires of your party are, you can’t help them achieve their best outcome, can you?

      “Master that one thing, and you’ll be a far better leader than most in history. But, of course, there are a few other tricks,” he said, eyes sparkling. “Shall I continue?”
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      “Where’ja go?” Bailey asked when Entin returned to the orphanage. She had a blue flower tucked into her hair. The kids were practicing using the Crafting system, making something that smelled deliciously sweet.

      “Out to the new dungeon,” he said.

      “Alone?” she asked accusingly.

      “Not to Run it. I wanted to see if the modifier had changed. And no, it didn’t, which means we only get one try.”

      Bailey frowned. She had her game screen open, showing Ziera—Ausemnie’s sister, who definitely looked the part with auburn hair, loose curls, and light-brown eyes—how to select ingredients.

      Bailey said to her young student, who had her own screen open, “Now, slide yer finger to move the flour to the center square. Yep, just like the butter. Alright, go to yer sister to apply heat.”

      “Thanks, Bay,” Ziera said before rushing to Ausemnie, who was standing by the hearth and instructing one of the kids about how to use heat sources for baking.

      “Where did they get flour and butter?” Entin asked.

      Bailey dismissed her screen. “Donated. The market baker. Ya know him, right? The old guy with the goatee.”

      “Mr. Boulanger?”

      “Yes, him! He donated his ingredients that are gonna expire today. Sweet guy.” She examined his reaction, then blew out a breath. “That wasn’t a pun!”

      Entin laughed. Bailey hated puns, which made it all the more fun to point out her unintentional ones.

      He summoned his game screen to message Triton and Aayra—they all had much to discuss—then saw his leaderboard gift and waved Bailey over.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      He tapped the Accept button to receive the gift, explaining that they got a leaderboard gift from the last dungeon, which only happens after it resets.

      A present with green wrapping paper featuring large red roses materialized in the air. It grew and shrank three times in quick succession before popping into confetti.

      Bailey made an Aww sound that was equal parts cute and disappointed. “Ya got a Naughling?” she asked, motioning to a newly formed spirit creature.

      It looked like a floating flower, its body comprised of green vines with dozens of tiny red petals growing from its hands and feet. Larger petals formed its wings that flapped slower than what seemed necessary to remain airborne.

      Kids pointed at the new pet that looked around the room with its tiny black eyes. It made a trilling noise and glided around Bailey and the table.

      “It’s a,” Entin said, reading from his screen, his finger raised to appear extra instructional, “Rosaima. Ro-zai-ma.”

      Bailey rolled her eyes. “I should have been—”

      “And I didn’t get one. I got you one.”

      “Really?” she asked in a squeak, unable to hide her excitement. She wrapped her arms around him, then pulled back and kissed him.

      When all was said and done, her face did its best to match her new pet, which fluttered up to the flower in her hair and helpfully changed it from blue to red, making her stand out all the more.

      Ohto shook his head violently to project the universal truth that all girls had cooties. Duh! He yelled, “I’m a Runner!” and charged across the room, pointing behind himself. “Tay-Tay, monster!”

      “No, I’m not!” Tayla said, throwing her balled fists down at her sides. “I am Runner. Enti,” she said, “you tell him, please please please. Girls can be Runners.”

      “It’s true,” Entin said, glad to have something else to focus on. “Half of my Dungeon Runners are girls.”

      “B-but,” Ohto said, “we play Runners and Monsters. Who is monster?”

      “I AM!” Entin yelled in a monstrous voice, making everyone in the room jerk. He jumped forward, purposely clumsy, swinging his arms as if they were large tentacles, knocking a chair over in the process.

      Ohto and Tayla screeched and ran around a table. “Must escape,” Ohto said, pointing to the glass balcony doors as if they were the exit portal.

      “But how we get there?” Tayla asked, instantly in the world of her imagination, playing along. She was peeking out from Ausemnie’s side, who did her best to pretend to be an inanimate object while telling Ziera to toggle the heat option.

      Joia ran into the room from the hallway, eyes wide, a huge grin on her face. “I distratter! I distrat’em!” Then she charged Entin, swinging her fists.

      He barreled over, taking the tiniest of fists to his gut, a fist that packed the same strength as everyone else started with. A negative red 43 slid up into the air and faded before reaching the ceiling.

      Ohto charged the balcony door, which encouraged Tayla to do the same. Entin broke away from little Joia and grabbed Tayla, tickling her sides and making her laugh.

      Then something tore his foot free from the ground, and he landed hard. Tayla escaped, and Joia dragged Entin down the hallway, much to the amusement of everyone watching.

      He had to play dead for five whole minutes before Joia got bored and returned to the others, who were celebrating with victory cookies.

      Bailey laughed at him when he finally made his reappearance. “Looks to me like ya need practice.”

      “Next time, you can be the monster.”

      “Nope! Ohto made me the leader of his party.”

      “But she has cooties!” he said to the kid, unable to keep up with the rules.

      “Bay best leader,” Ohto said, mouth full of cookies, crumbs falling down the front of him. “She give me cookie!” And that settled it. All it took was a little bribery, and now girls were acceptable.

      Ausemnie huffed playfully. “Those are for the market. People are more likely to donate when they get something in return. So don’t eat them all!”

      Isan and Grenden finished their batch of cookies, decorated to look like laughing emojis, and told Ohto that he was not a true Runner unless he could use Dash. They grabbed the little boy and rushed him into their shared room.

      “Whatever could go wrong. . .?” Ausemnie said, shaking her head slowly and staring at the ceiling.

      Before Entin could reply, a chime resonated in his head. He opened his game screen expecting a message from Triton or Aayra or maybe someone in need of Dungeon Insurance.

      Instead, a yellow triangle was hovering over his map, containing an exclamation point.

      He tapped it.

      
        
        ¤ System Update [0.1.13]

        » Dear inhabitants of Eternal Fantasy Online, due to food prices increasing by 400%, a World Event has occurred to help rectify the problem.

        » Until food prices drop below 100% inflation, the following changes are effective as of 5.7.6.312: foraging yield increased by 100%, fishing yield increased by 70%, farm and garden yields increased by 50%.

        » In addition to increased yields, System fees on farms have been waived. Wild Farms—claimable farming land outside of registered zones—have been doubled and contain 20% more produce.

        » All loot chests in the Wilds, dungeons, and raids guarantee at least one food item with full durability at the time of acquisition.

        » All Standard rarity baking, cooking, and food preparation skills have been unlocked for all inhabitants. Required ingredients have either been halved or the yields doubled.

      

      

      The update was signed by the Keeper, the world’s management AI, built to ensure a stable environment for people to rebuild their lives.

      This radically changed everything! Those who could read were grinning from ear to ear. Someone asked about finding a Wild Farm to take over.

      Ohto, his brows pressed together, asked why everyone was so happy.

      Ausemnie looked like she might cry again. The burden of keeping everything running was such a weight on her shoulders any normal person would have likely abandoned the volunteer position.

      She was something special, fighting to ease the pain of others. It was what Entin had vowed to do, something his . . . parents always did, fighting for those who weren’t able to.

      It was in this that he kept their memory alive.

      But despite all the good news, if rent couldn’t be paid, everyone would be cast out onto the streets. And with that thought, he messaged his Dungeon Runners.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Out in the Wilds, just beyond the free waypoint, Entin yanked a handful of grass from the ground, then checked his inventory. He had gone through similar motions a dozen times.

      A lumbering massive Land overhead cast everything into shadow. It had floating blue chunks that rotated around the central mass, brightening like beacons of light when they slid into the sunlight.

      The music in the Wilds had changed from that early morning. This tune was adventurous, one full of excitement to be out in the world where anything was possible.

      “Can ya make it purple?” Bailey asked her Rosaima. The spirit creature trilled, and Bailey giggled, now holding a purple flower.

      She wanted to collect wildflowers for Ausemnie to sell with the cookies, thinking it might help get more donations.

      People who feared the Wilds had no other way to get the flowers, and the Naughling could adjust the colors to make them look more exotic. Of course, buying flowers was probably not at the top of everyone’s list of priorities.

      “Why are we meeting here again?” Triton asked, waving a Plusuk bug away. The fat insect teetered left and right, its bulk barely held in the air by tiny wings flapping frantically.

      He spotted Bailey’s Naughling and frowned. “Cogs and dogs. . . . Do we have to split our leaderboard loot, too?”

      “I don’t think we should,” Aayra said, following Triton into the little glade where they had practiced being Dungeon Runners. “We should each receive an equal reward. And when our company grows, it’ll incentivize Runners to perform better.”

      “Brilliant! Because I might have already sold mine to this crazy lady person in the market. She had like a bunch of the little guys.”

      “Ya sold your spirit?” Bailey asked, aghast. She defensively dismissed her Rosaima, turning the pet into a swirl of green and red pixels.

      “It’s just a dumb flower thing,” Triton said.

      Bailey glared and crossed her arms.

      Entin jotted down a number in his notebook before standing. “It’s vital,” he said, channeling Lourne and keeping in mind the man’s advice, “that we succeed in the next dungeon. But it’s a Limited 1 dungeon, meaning we only get one try.”

      “Alright, alright!” Triton said. “So . . . why are we here?”

      “Practice,” Entin said, and Triton sighed. “We’ve done a few things wrong. I’ve done a few things wrong. And since we only get one try, I’d like for us to be as prepared as possible.

      “I might be the leader, but you guys are my team. The first thing I’d like to fix is our roles. I decided on them without any of your input.”

      Aayra raised her hand.

      “Yes?”

      “I . . . don’t want to be a Distractor,” she said, then quickly added, “It was fun and different. I feel like I can do that job, and it’s good to understand what everyone does. But . . . I’d be better as . . . the . . .”

      Triton made a rolling motion with his hand, “Spit it out girlio!”

      “The Scout.”

      “Boom! You want the bossman’s job?”

      “Sorry,” she said in a small voice and looked away.

      “Don’t be,” Entin said. Then, using a strategy Lourne called Butter Up Buttercup, added, “You have an amazing attention to detail. Honestly, it’s beyond anyone I know. You’d be a much better Scout than me.”

      Aayra blushed, and the corners of her mouth turned up while she studied the ground.

      “I wanna be a Distractor,” Bailey said. “And don’tcha say I’m slow. I’m not slow!”

      “That’s fair,” Entin said.

      “It is?”

      “Of course. To work well together, we each need to do the thing we’re best at. And you’re the bravest person I know. You’d run straight into a horde of monsters without a second guess.”

      “Right!” she said.

      “Well,” Triton said, hands on hips, thrusting his chest out, “since we’re all requesting new roles, I want to be the Master Distractor.”

      “That’s not a thing!” Bailey said, crossing her arms. “En I ain’t takin’ orders from ya if that’s what yer thinkin’.”

      “Can’t it be a thing?” Triton asked, a little deflated.

      “You are the fastest,” Entin said, “blue-haired Runner that I know.”

      “Why the modifier!” he yelled.

      Bailey and Aayra laughed.

      Entin tried again. If anyone had an ego problem, it was Triton. And the best way to tame it was to feed it. “I’m joking. Triton, you’re fast, you’re skilled, you take a lot of cogging risks, and—by the Maker—you somehow make it work. Out of all of our roles, I pegged you perfect. But,” he added, “the Distractors need to work together, not one over the other.”

      “I am cogging brilliant, aren’t I?” Triton asked. “So I guess that makes you what, the Grabber?”

      Entin tried not to look disappointed. He was back to being the Grabber, the person who was protected by everyone else. It was the same role he performed for the adventurers.

      “That’s perfect,” Aayra said, looking up from her notebook. “You’re careful, observant, and better at solving puzzles than any of us. And as the leader, you’re in the best position to make decisions. Being the Scout got you information but put you into the thick of things.”

      Entin smiled. She—obviously not missing a beat—buttered him up. And all of her points made sense. Being a Grabber was what he was best at.

      Triton pointed to the torn grass. “So, what are you doing with the grass?”

      “Ah,” Entin said, summoning his game screen to his inventory and making it viewable. “The reason we don’t take items into the dungeon is—”

      “—so we don’t lose any of our stuff,” Triton finished.

      “Right. But what if we took items that didn’t have much value? Things we don’t mind losing.”

      “That’s brilliant! Like what? Grass?”

      “No . . . rope. Most plants, when picked, provide plant fiber. It’s what I’m documenting, seeing what plants provide the most.

      “Anyway, you can use the Crafting system to turn plant fiber into rope. I thought of it when I was hanging onto that giant hummingbird. A rope would have made it a lot easier.”

      Aayra picked up a rock. “And rocks,” she said. “They are everywhere. We can throw them at mobs to aggro them or throw rocks to make noise. It could be useful for distractions.”

      “Hah, exactly. Rocks would be perfect.

      “What about a sling?” Bailey asked.

      “I’m sure we could make one. But our goal isn’t to fight monsters. And handling a weapon will change your skills.”

      “How about a bola then! That should just be ropes en rocks, right? It might change yer skills, but not for long. Ya throw it to slow a monster.”

      “Brilliant idea!” Triton said and raised a hand for a high-five, which Bailey didn’t reciprocate.

      “We need more people,” Aayra said. She slid a finger along her nose to adjust her imaginary glasses, paused, and pretended to scratch her nose instead. “Dungeons max out at six people. But we only have four. A dungeon with the Limited 1 modifier will be easier to beat with more people.”

      “Duh. All dungeons,” Triton said with a know-it-all attitude, “would be easier to beat with more people.”

      “That’s not true. Dungeon difficulty is dynamically adjusted based on party size. The dungeon will be more difficult with six people, but we can leave them at the start to ensure we don’t lose should the four of us die.”

      “Then why not just one?” Bailey asked.

      Aayra shrugged. “One could work. Know of anyone at the orphanage who could hide at the entrance?”

      “Dantic?”

      “Dantic is fishing,” Entin said. “I gave him that fishing pole we got from the last dungeon.”

      “Hmm.” Bailey tapped a finger to her lips. “Should be someone not doin’ any work. Maybe Marcel? He just sits there, readin’ the game screen all day. Don’t need to be in the orphanage to do that.”

      “That sounds like a good idea. Thanks, Aayra, for suggesting it and Bailey for the perfect candidate.”

      “Yer bein’ awfully nice today, ya know? It don’t feel like ya. Kind of suspicious.”

      “He’s being the leader,” Triton said, flashing a thumbs-up. “So what else we got to work on?”

      Entin counted his fingers as he listed off their agenda. “Communication. Effective pairing. Drills. Skills. Strategy. And the hierarchy of priorities.”

      “Oh. That all. . .?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      After three days of grueling practice, they stood at Abruel Dungeon’s entrance with Marcel fulfilling the new and official role of Doorman. He was a wiry kid with russet, reddish-brown skin and black corkscrew hair.

      He had turned down the first request having no interest in leaving the city—or really, the orphanage; he seemed allergic to the outside world—but when Aayra asked, he was so on board, you’d have thought it was his idea from the beginning.

      Of course, that didn’t mean the guy wanted to attend practice. His role was to sit within the portal entrance, which didn’t require much training. Or so he said.

      Everyone else, however, learned the ins and outs of their assigned role. They sprinted through the forest, aggroing Gunthek mobs and animals and monsters of all shapes and sizes. Aayra provided details, Entin gave orders, and the four of them navigated around obstacles to get to their goal and back without dying.

      It was the without-dying part that challenged them the most. Every Run had a different threat to their lives, be it a mob or trap or distraction.

      Speaking of distraction, one Run had Triton walking to the rendezvous point five minutes late because he found a Wild chest with a large chicken drumstick in it. Were this a real dungeon, those five minutes might have cost them their Run.

      This then set the rule that any loot found must be given to Bailey as the treasurer so that it could be divvied out fairly. And as a result of this new rule, Entin, Bailey, and Aayra quickly consumed the rest of the drumstick, much to Triton’s dismay.

      They found all the best places to load up on plant fiber and rocks, then used them to make ropes and bolas. Bailey was the best at hitting her target—a sprinting Triton—making him crash into the dirt. He had an equal opportunity to do the same to her but always missed, blaming the nonexistent wind.

      The Crafting system included more ideas, such as a rope with a weighted end or hook, though the hook required an iron ingot and a heat source.

      They were limited to the most basic resources. Anything more would take too long to create or hurt too much to lose.

      Sticks were also useful. Aayra discovered that the default skills that accompanied weapons—or things that could be used as weapons—could be changed or toggled off. A sharpened stick was a great way to aggro a monster away from someone who may have done accidental damage.

      And now they were to put all of their training to the test. Entin glanced at his party, doing his best to appear confident despite the sickening sense of worry that made his hands feel cold and his stomach heavy.

      A lot was riding on this.

      “Marcel,” he said, motioning to the white central crystal, “open the dungeon.” Opening the dungeon was a prized responsibility, something Lourne purposely handed Entin on his first time.

      Marcel, obviously doing his utmost to remain composed amid the Wilds to impress Aayra, who was four years his senior—but boys didn’t care about that, and this was a digital world; what was a few years when they were all immortal?—nodded all too quickly.

      He pointed his index and middle finger at the dungeon’s crystal and twisted his wrist. A new dialog appeared, and he glanced to Entin for confirmation before tapping the screen.

      The white crystal burst apart into teal waves contained by the walls the four black crystals created, forming a rectangular doorway.

      Marcel forgot himself and watched open-mouthed. “We’re going inside that?”

      “This is your captain speaking,” Triton said, standing upright and talking formally. “Has everyone gone pee? This is your last chance.”

      “I haven’t peed in a month,” Bailey said.

      “Alright, dungeon mode, everyone,” Entin said. This was the command to take things seriously. No more goofing off or saying anything unnecessary. They were here to do a job.

      “Marcel,” he said, “you’ll enter last. Again, all you need to do is wait by the portal on the other side. If there are monsters, do your best to stay out of sight. You got that?”

      Marcel nodded.

      “It only hurts like hell,” Triton said, pointing to the portal.

      “Dungeon . . . mode,” Entin said. Triton grimaced and flashed a thumbs-up. “It doesn’t hurt,” Entin said to a wide-eyed Marcel, then added quietly, “much,” which made Triton laugh.

      “At all,” Aayra said, rolling her eyes. “It doesn’t hurt at all. Marcel can handle it.”

      This outward display of confidence filled Marcel to the brim. The boy practically glowed, prepared to live up to Aayra’s faith in him.

      Entin signaled for the Distractors to enter. They had an arrangement of who entered and when. The Distractors entered first to ensure it was safe. If it wasn’t safe, they would do their job, buying time for the Scout to enter ten seconds later.

      Entin, the leader and Grabber of the party, would normally enter last—for dungeons they didn’t have a Doorman—only after receiving a message from the Scout.

      It went as smoothly as they had practiced. A chime from Aayra said it was safe. The message also included emojis of storm clouds.

      He patted Marcel on the shoulder, told the boy he would do great—it was a very leader thing to do, something Lourne would do—and stepped through the portal.

      The other side was dark, cold, and wet. He stood beneath churning clouds that were unleashing a torrential downpour. This wasn’t like any other dungeon he had seen before. It looked like he had stepped onto an entirely different Land, one caught in a terrible storm at night.

      He quickly moved to the side, and Marcel stepped through. Being the last member of their party, the portal collapsed. Black wrought iron spires, that formed a gate, twisted and unkinked until they stood upright.

      Beyond the gate behind them were rolling hills, only visible when lightning flashed, flooding the world in white for a mere second before darkness replaced it.

      Little red dots were out in the gray grassy hills beyond the fence. They moved, watching. It could be a visual effect or actual monsters, waiting for anyone too slow to move in the direction the dungeon intended.

      The road they were on wound up half a dozen switchbacks until it met with a giant black house, its pointy windows glowing a soft yellow, the only constant light.

      “We can’t leave Marcel here,” Aayra shouted over the constant drumming of fat raindrops and rumbling thunder.

      She was right. There was no place to sit and wait, and the monsters beyond the fence might not take kindly to a straggler. Worse, Marcel could actually lure monsters to the escape point like Ava had done in the previous dungeon.

      Cogs, Entin hadn’t considered that before. The other dungeons didn’t have encroaching monsters. Then again, higher-rarity dungeons were probably different.

      He nodded and motioned her to the road. As the Scout, she would go first in an attempt to gather information without aggroing anything. Aggroing, of course, was the Distractors’ job, but they didn’t want to needlessly aggro monsters to the wrong points of the dungeon and create future problems.

      Aayra sprinted up the road, her bare feet sloshing in the gravel and mud. Triton and Bailey fanned out, doing their job without orders. This was the benefit of training.

      Entin watched the red eyes beyond the fence. And . . . they did appear to be approaching slowly, perhaps only when they weren’t actively being observed, so he observed them actively.

      Marcel lost every ounce of confidence he had displayed outside of the portal. For a thirteen-year-old kid, he was handling things quite well. Were this Entin’s first dungeon, he may never step into another dungeon again.

      A few minutes later, a chime alerted him of a new message, and he opened his game screen.

      
        
        ¤ Message [Aayra Jhaveri]

        » Nothing up to the house. There’s a place here for Marcel to wait outside the rain.

      

      

      Good. He quickly messaged the entire party, instructing everyone to advance on the house, which they did slowly, conserving Stamina when possible.

      An unlit lantern swung in the wind, adding a constant squeaking to the noisy ambiance. Beneath it was a broken sign that read, Welcome to Your Ending.

      Nearly ten minutes later, and beyond soaked, they were at the top. Aayra waited beneath a large porte-cochère where people might have, once upon a time, dropped off party-goers at the horrifying mansion of early demises.

      At least it was out of the rain.

      “The door’s locked,” Aayra said from within the shadows. “I’ve looked around the sides, but I don’t see where else we’re supposed to go.”

      “Did you knock?” Triton asked.

      Aayra rolled her eyes. “Of course not. Do you think they have a polite butler to let us in?”

      “It’s a cogging dungeon,” he said simply as if that was all that needed to be said. And, truth be told, he was right. When it came to dungeons, you must leave your expectations behind.

      “Fine. Try it.”

      Triton grabbed the brass knocker attached to the large wooden front door and slammed it against its plate three times.

      Ten seconds later, Aayra smirked. “Any other brilliant—” The door creaked open, cutting her off.

      Triton grinned and patted himself on the back. “I know, I know, it can be just so very hard and stuff working with someone as smart as myself.”

      “Shut up,” she said and pushed passed him, stepping inside. Despite the glowing yellow windows far above, the inside was perhaps darker than the outside.

      “Don’t like this dungeon,” Bailey said. “Why couldn’t it be like the flower one or the pretty underwater one?”

      “It’s safe,” Aayra called from inside.

      “Do I have to stay here,” Marcel asked. Lightning flashed, and the kid jerked, looking around.

      Maybe it was a mistake to bring him. Then again, no one in their right mind would want to sit out here where it was impossible to hear or see the lurking dangers.

      Entin gave the kid a little push toward the door. “You can stay inside,” he said, and they funneled into a large foyer, wet feet on the smooth stone floor.

      The door slammed shut. Everyone jumped. And something far away, hidden deep within the mansion, screamed a shrill, dying sound.

      A loose window shutter clattered against the house outside. Raindrops thrummed the windows. Lightning flashed, casting shadows of leafless branches across the room. And the music of a violin scratched at its notes, soft yet grating.

      At the center of the foyer floated a glowing white envelope. Entin, acting as the Grabber, approached it and plucked it from the air. A red wax stamp of a smiley face sealed it shut.

      He tapped it, triggering its effect, and the envelope shifted away to pixels, revealing a small piece of paper within. On that small piece of paper were the chicken scratches of a message written in black ink.

      He read the message aloud. “Trick or treat?”

      Triton immediately replied, with enthusiasm, “Treat!” And the mansion groaned as if in acknowledgment of the party’s decision. “I mean, that’s my vote and such. You know, if I get a vote.”

      “It looks like you answered for all of us,” Entin said, not bothering to keep the annoyance out of his voice.

      Before he could say anything else, a swarm of little flames blinked into existence and bobbed their way to a large chandelier above and to hover near reflective metal plates in the walls and around doors. They wore their normal grimaces and shocked expressions.

      Bailey waved to one, which screamed silently and puffed out, making her frown. She really did like the spirit creatures of this world.

      The room lit up, light reflecting off the polished granite floor. All the water and mud they had tracked in turned to pixels and faded, leaving them dry and clean, as was the standard state of being within Eternal Fantasy Online.

      Balconies overlooked the foyer to either side, golden handrails matching the accents that wrapped five closed double doors, two on either side and one directly ahead.

      Two sets of stairs leading to their respective balconies had red carpet and took up the space at the sides of the room.

      “This is lots better,” Bailey said.

      A loud creaking noise drew everyone’s attention to the center door as it opened on its own. The scents of cooked food invaded the foyer, and all the training everyone had undergone was instantly forgotten.

      “Do I have to stay here?” Marcel asked again, licking his lips at what only his imagination could summon.

      Entin nodded, and the boy slumped. This dungeon wasn’t a little excursion for the fun of it. There were real consequences attached to the outcome. “If there’s food in there—but there’s probably nothing—you’ll get your fair share, alright?”

      Marcel nodded and searched for a good spot to hide, finding a gap behind an ancient-looking set of armor that stood within the wall.

      Entin followed the rest of his party into a large dining room, the table set for five.

      Triton had already taken the middle seat and was trying to pry off the metal cloche that covered what might be a delicious and steamy dinner but was more likely to be something terrible, like a severed head.

      Still, there was no indication of anything else they could do. And, having seen the five chairs and five dinner sets, it was apparent that all of them needed to be present.

      Entin sighed and called Marcel in. The boy appeared in an instant, excitedly looking into the room, eyes wide at the prospect of a fancy dinner of the likes he may have never experienced in this life or the last.

      “It’s stuck!” Triton said, now yanking on the small cloche handle with both hands, his two feet pressing against the top of the table.

      “Obviously, it’s not supposed to open,” Aayra said, taking the far left seat. Marcel quickly grabbed the seat next to her, which left the two right seats open for Entin and Bailey.

      Once everyone was seated, a dinner bell materialized above the table and rang once, then transformed into another envelope.

      Entin retrieved it, told Triton not to say anything, tapped the wax seal, then read the message aloud. “Five,” his voice came out deep and scratchy, making everyone—including himself—jerk.

      He coughed a booming sound that rattled the silverware. It was clearly a part of the presentation, so he started over. “Five trespassers have entered my home. Five dinners beneath their metal domes. Eat and accept your death alone. Or retrieve my shimmering stones.”

      With the last word spoken, the paper turned black and flaked away. A goblet materialized at the center of the table with four empty sockets.

      The metallic cloches disintegrated into streams of chrome pixels that lifted into the air to reveal plates of food.

      
        
        ¤ Your Treat [84 Satiated]

        » 1× Steak [Medium Rare]

        » 4× Asparagus

        » 1× Roll

        » 1× House Salad

      

      

      “It’s a warning and challenge,” Entin said, more to himself than the others. “It’s like the underwater dungeon. Eating the food means we—” He stopped and stared at Triton, who had a steak—missing a giant bite—in his right hand and a dinner roll in his left.

      “Cogs, man!” Entin said. “Do you have no restraint?”

      “What-do-you-mean?” Triton asked, mouth full. “It’s-delicious.”

      “You accepted the challenge,” Aayra said.

      “Again,” Entin said, then let out a breath and sat. It wasn’t like they were going to march back out to the portal entrance and leave. They were Dungeon Runners.

      Other groups might decide that this strange dungeon was beyond their ability to handle and gladly accept the warning. They were, after all, placing all of their gear at risk.

      He cut into the steak, the meat giving off steam, resting in its reddish-brown juices, and took a bite. It seemed to dissolve in his mouth, full of flavor that zinged through excitable tastebuds.

      Were this any other dungeon, without the threat of losing the orphanage hanging over his head, a free meal would have been a victory in and of itself.

      The little act of partaking clued everyone else to do the same, and soon, the dining room was filled with the sounds of moans, utensils against plates, distant raindrops pounding the house, and something else scratching within the walls.

      Entin put his fork down, his meal gone. He tried to stand, but the chair wouldn’t budge, locking him against the table. Something cold and slimy grabbed his ankles.

      Aayra screeched, trying to look beneath the table but finding herself trapped like everyone else. Marcel swore, doing his best to pull his legs up.

      It was impossible to know if they were supposed to just go with it or somehow fight to be free. Entin triggered Dash, and the world blurred, then returned with him still locked in place.

      He pushed against the handles of his chair only for them to deform like clay, his fingers sinking into the wood.

      Hundreds of tiny tapping legs revealed a giant brown millipede! It squirmed out from beneath his chair, tickling its way around his bare legs, scurrying up and over his thighs. It wrapped his stomach and chest with no end in sight.

      Entin yanked at his hands that had grown a part of his chair and turned into wooden nubs. The others struggled against their own assaulting giant insects, fear and disgust clearly evident on their faces.

      Cold legs ran along his neck, clenched shut mouth, and shaking head. Then everything went dark.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Entin materialized in a small room lit only by one horrified flame guy, its flickering light dim as if it were trying to extinguish itself but couldn’t.

      He jerked and slapped at his chest and legs, finding himself to be free of the blasted creature. Bugs, especially massive bugs, were definitely not on his like list. He could still feel its legs on his skin.

      Ehh. . . .

      An inky black hung in the air next to him, then quickly shifted into the shape of Bailey. The black flaked away, and she grabbed her arms and danced on the spot.

      “Looking for your friend?” Entin asked to make light of what was otherwise a terrifying experience he’d gladly never repeat.

      “That’s so not my friend! Where we at?” she asked, then noticed it was just the two of them. “Where’s everyone else?”

      “I don’t know,” he admitted, summoning his game screen. “The message said we’d die alone. I’m guessing that’s the challenge. We’ve been separated.”

      “Then why are ya here with me?”

      “Maybe these are scenarios, and . . . there were only so many created?” He tapped into his Messages. The entire screen was grayed out. Entin-mini looked sad, pointing to a new debuff in the top left corner.

      
        
        ¤ Silenced [4 minutes, 59 seconds]

        » You have been silenced. All communication systems have been deactivated until the full duration of the effect has passed.

      

      

      The duration kept ticking down to 58 seconds before reverting to 59 seconds. The debuff was constantly being reapplied. Cogs. . . . So they really were alone.

      He took in the room. The walls were made of large gray bricks stacked unevenly. The floor comprised of dark brown dirt and old furniture, smelling of mildew.

      This was much more like a dungeon than the outside. It was a basement’s basement, a place to get rid of things you never wanted to resurface.

      The music had changed from the scratching of a solo violin to what sounded like distant moaning, shifting up and down in pitch to form a rhythm that came from within the walls as if the buried dead were singing.

      Bailey equipped her bola. “It’s only takin’ up one skill slot. En we might need it.” She looked out the only door, which connected to a hallway of other rooms that were hard to see in the darkness.

      If this dungeon was like any of the other dungeons, there was a good chance those rooms had monsters sitting in wait.

      He whispered, “We’re sneaking. No aggroing unless we have to.”

      Bailey nodded.

      He crept out of the room, cold dirt pressing between his toes, his fingers sliding along the bricks, counting the grooves as he went.

      The little flame in the room detached itself from the wall and followed, hovering a few feet behind, jerking left and right as if reacting to nonexistent sounds.

      Entin slowly peered into the first room they came upon, only to find it empty of anything living or undead.

      The second room, however, was not empty. This was evident by the slurping noise and the crunching of what sounded like bone.
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        * * *

      

      Ayra jerked awake, lying in an oversized bed large enough to sleep six adult males, five if they had a greater body mass index than typical for the space colony. Seven women could fit, or sixteen children, if they used both halves of the bed.

      But she was the only occupant, lying at the direct center, a heavy blanket pressing down on her. Bed posts raised from the corners, connecting to a second frame overhead that held draping canopies.

      A large window to one side tapped with the constant pattering of rain. There were no tree branches, which likely meant she was on an upper floor of the mansion.

      Next to the window were forty-two box shelves, each holding the shadowed form of what only could be a doll.

      Her heart thumped readily, and she watched those dolls for thirteen seconds before snapping out of it.

      This is a dungeon. If evil dolls existed, they’d obviously be here, which meant she needed to move before they did.

      She sat up slowly, pushing the covers away, and summoned her game screen. Entin needed to know where she was. Unfortunately, a very sad-looking Aayra-mini was pointing to a new debuff called Silenced. All of her methods of communication had been disabled!

      Cogs and sprockets.

      Ever since Entin read the dungeon’s challenge, she knew this was a possibility: the party being separated. All she had to do was find them after overcoming her challenge, which should reward a gemstone for the goblet.

      A spark of light ignited near the door, which sat opposite the wall of dolls and window. It was a flame that seemed far smaller than typical, only giving off enough light to make the doll’s button eyes gleam evilly.

      A knock at the door made her jump. It was certainly a knock and not a random sound in the old house pretending to be a knock. This was known for how it had two intentful taps followed by an unfortunate scraping sound.

      She swallowed hard, then crawled to the side of the bed nearest the door and jumped away from the darkness below the bed.

      This is a dungeon. If there were monsters under the bed, they’d obviously be here.

      But nothing moved.

      She controlled her breathing. Drawing attention to herself would be something a dull sprocket would do, something Triton would do.

      There was another knock: two soft taps followed by nails scraping the wood. Given that there was only one door, it was quite evident she was intended to answer it.

      She stilled her nerves, watching the dolls for six seconds, then stepped silently to the door, took the cold brass handle in hand, turned it—feeling the spring’s resistance—and pulled.
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        * * *

      

      Marcel sat in the cramped space of the attic or an attic. A house this big could have multiple attics. And it surely was an attic because the ceiling slanted on both sides, and the rain was a constant pounding, a white noise that blocked out all other sounds.

      The one thing he knew above everything else was that he was an idiot, a dull sprocket, a slow cog, rusty bits and all.

      He studied anything and everything to offset how cogging dumb he knew he was, and now look at where he was: a dungeon. All because the cutest girl in the Garentin colony asked for a favor.

      She’s four years older than you!

      And he just had to help out with the craziest dungeon. None of the other dungeons Entin told in his stories had massive millipedes.

      Marcel shivered at the thought. There was an extremely good reason he avoided leaving his designated safe zones: they were safe!

      Let this be a lesson, then. At least the attic seemed safe. He just had to survive. So what better time than now to study? It’d take his mind off of where he was.

      He opened his game screen and navigated to the documentation section. It opened to the last guide he was reading: How to Farm.

      The moment he started reading, everything else fell away. He breathed out a relaxed breath, scrolled the page, then a hand gently squeezed his shoulder.
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        * * *

      

      Triton slammed his back against the wall, slapping every inch of himself like a kung fu ninja. He only stopped when he was absolutely positive the bugga-pede thing wasn’t giving him the most emotionless hug in his life.

      He did miss hugs, especially from his parents. They were working the hydroponics when the first explosions went off.

      Bah! Why would a bug monster-thing remind him of that? His parents were very practical people. They died. That hurt. But it was how he lived that would keep their memory alive as good people.

      Currently, that meant living with his uncle. Now, that guy was not practical. He was the opposite of Triton’s parents. But a free-ish couch wasn’t anything to complain about.

      If only Bailey wasn’t into Entin, the second-fastest Runner. She was probably a great hugger. And she was cute and funny and always picking flowers like his mother.

      Thunder boomed distantly. The house creaked.

      Bailey looked at him with a deadpan expression. “I haven’t peed in a month.”

      “Right. . .” he said. She was also super weird, but that wasn’t a bad thing, just a quirk. Quirks were good. “Where are we?” he asked.

      It looked like they were at a dead end of a hallway. The walls were covered in golden floral wallpaper-stuff. The carpet was red down the center and white along the sides. It all smelled rather rich and new and not what you’d think an old house to smell like.

      Twenty steps ahead, it turned to the right, lit by horrified flames flickering near metal plates in the walls, all staring at Bailey like she was some sort of monster, probably afraid she’d steal them from their home. And she’d totally do it.

      Bailey didn’t answer, naturally, because she didn’t know. Or because she was still giving him the silent treatment: Queen of Grudges, for sure. But he had saved her in that underwater dungeon-place. That had to count for something, right?

      She started walking down the hallway.

      Ah, smart-smart. It was best to keep moving. He followed, but not before sneaking a glance at her legs. Bailey had the nicest set of legs.

      She glanced back at him, evidently detecting what he was doing. And he gave her his best Triton smile, which had absolutely no effect.

      The hallway turned and continued as . . . a hallway, which continued until it turned again a hundred or so feet away. There were doors spaced apart, alternating on the left and right sides. Each one he tried was cogging locked.

      He really ought to study lock-picking or something. That’d add value to this little enterprise of theirs. Any one of these doors could be protecting chests of loot.

      He tried another handle.

      Locked again.

      Bailey wasn’t even trying to open the doors. She probably knew it was pointless. She was smart like that. These were bedrooms or closets or whatever. And they needed to find the others, not loot.

      Bah! Sometimes he felt slow and such. But relying on others wasn’t a bad thing. They could make the decisions, and he’d carry out the plan. That was what he was good at: the action part.

      There was an intake of breath behind him. He jumped so cogging high that he nearly touched the ceiling. Boom! He was great at jumping. But there was nothing behind him, not where the sound had come from.

      He scrutinized the space, the walls, the doors, and all the little flames that watched him. Hmm, they weren’t watching him, actually. They were staring at a spot on the wall. So he did what they did. Copying others was the name of the game.

      Something . . . moved, like the floral design changed, or the flames were playing tricks on him. That was probably it. They were casting shadows and stuff to play tricks.

      They seemed to be screaming now, their silent mouths stretched open, which just so happened to be all the warning he got.
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        * * *

      

      Entin signaled Bailey to stop.

      Whatever was inside the room hadn’t noticed its guests waiting just beyond the door. The flame guy didn’t seem to aggro anything—thank the Maker—and the monsters were apparently too stupid to think for themselves.

      He fought a strong desire to appease his curiosity. Knowing what they were up against would be helpful. But if doing so also aggroed the monster, they’d have no place to run but forward, which would aggro all the other stashed-away threats.

      The fact that he used a signal and not words was immediately understood: no talking. He then flashed the sign they all had decided meant Dash and pointed beyond the room.

      Bailey nodded, and the two of them blurred forward ten feet. When the world snapped together, he waited for any telltale signs that the monster—whatever it was—had been aggroed.

      Nothing pursued.

      He let out a breath and continued, inching along the hallway. This process was repeated three more times before they entered a wide room, the walls covered in old rolled-up carpets, rotten furniture, and mirrors, dust-covered and full of cracks.

      The closest mirror reflected his silhouette, the tiny flame floating behind him. There was something odd in the reflection, and he stepped closer to reveal his smiling face. But he wasn’t smiling. Then a swarm of spiders crawled out of his mouth and eyes.

      Entin jumped back, bumping into Bailey and swiping at his face. Nothing was there.

      “What’cha doin’?” she asked, her concerned voice barely a whisper.

      “Don’t look at the mirrors.”

      Deeper in the room, someone spoke. “We can’t leave.” The sound slithered around the room, coming from a leather chair with its back to him and Bailey. The form of a person was sitting in the chair, their head swaying left and right.

      The tiny flame looked between them and the chair, then bobbed forward reluctantly, lighting the way. The person had curly black hair.

      “We can’t leave . . .” Aayra said, her voice so light he had to strain to make out the words.

      Entin crossed the distance and grabbed her shoulder, turning to find her eyes had been sewn shut with thick red thread, and a purple crystal jutted from her chest.

      “. . . Marcel here,” she finished in a growl, lips turning up into a wild grin. She lashed out, tearing two-foot-long black claw-like fingers across his stomach.
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        * * *

      

      Aayra opened the door, and it squeaked like rusty old hinges in a haunted house. Too literal. Nothing was there. Nothing except a translucent green veil containing wisps of something.

      Against her better judgment, but knowing she couldn’t stay in this room forever, she tapped a finger to it.

      It exploded! The force of it threw her across the room. Her back slammed against the shelves, and she took 122 damage.

      The green veil had turned into dozens of flowing wisps that dove through her, each a touch of ice like a gust of refrigerated air in the large freezer rooms on the station.

      She clenched her eyes shut, arms forming an X across her chest. It was a weak shield, an automatic reaction to handle unknown danger.

      Of course it was unknown . . . her eyes were shut! This was not the behavior of a Scout. She pushed past the fear and scanned the empty room, empty except for the tiny flame watching her and the wall of dolls that were now looking down from their square shelves, holding knives.

      They descended on her silently, the only sound coming from wooden limbs knocking against each other. Two of them tore pink damage lines down her arm, dealing 30 and 33 damage.

      She triggered Double Dash and crossed most of the room. The dolls were climbing out of their holes and crashing to the floor. The moment one escaped its shelf, another appeared, creating a constant flood of the deadly things.

      The doorway no longer had a green veil blocking the hallway. She sprinted the distance, grabbed the handle, and slammed the door shut behind her.

      A dozen tiny weapons tapped and stabbed at the other side of the door, evidently too weak to do anything. But before she could breathe her sigh of relief, a flow of motion yanked her attention to the side.

      It was a white curtain flowing out from the wall, caught on a fervent gust of wind. She approached slowly and alert, cataloging every sound:

      The rain on glass and wood, mud and brick; the howl of wind; the boom of thunder after a blinding flash; the clicking noise where the curtain rings clung to the rod; her feet sinking into the lush red carpet; and the constant tapping of dolls attacking the door.

      The window was broken. Rainwater covered the windowsill, spilling down to the carpet. It looked out the side of the house, the spires of the wrought iron fence guarding the house from rolling fields of gray grass.

      Jagged shards of glass protruded from the window’s frame, and upon the shards was a reflection of something transparent and green, gliding behind her.
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        * * *

      

      Marcel, at the touch of a hand on his shoulder, cogging freaked out! He accidentally triggered Dash, and in a sudden blurry moment, he slammed through old cardboard boxes, throwing about dust.

      A blinding flash of lightning filled the attic from the circular window. Thunder made everything shake, adding to the constant cacophony of raindrops.

      Ten feet away from where he had first appeared in the attic was a red toy box, its lid open, and a white hand bouncing at the end of an extended spring.

      A toy?

      For sure . . . he freaked out because of a cogging toy. Smart move, you dumb sprocket. Aayra wouldn’t like someone who was scared of toys.

      A hand pressed down on his shoulder. He jerked, but this time had the presence of mind to trigger Roll on purpose. His body jumped forward on its own, connected his shoulder to the floor, and performed a perfect roll.

      It was another hand attached to a toy box. And the moment he saw it, he saw others moving on their own, gripping the floor and shuffling forward.

      A form eased itself out of the shadows, its face familiar if not exotically different, painted white, diamond-shaped black and red makeup over the eyes that connected to laugh lines.

      And a red ball for a nose.

      It was Entin.
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        * * *

      

      Boom! Triton thought, jumping back from the face-thing that pressed out of the wall, deforming the floral wallpaper. Its mouth hung way open, larger than any normal mouth, sucking in a breath like it hadn’t breathed for a long while or something.

      And where there was one, there were many others. This was so cogging cool! The attention to detail was spot on. They made it super freaky.

      Yeah-yeah, the faces probably wanted to eat him. He’d totally let one nibble on a finger just to see what would happen. But he wasn’t alone, and he was supposed to be in Dungeon Mode.

      Be serious, Triton! No fun allowed.

      He blew a raspberry, then ran down the hall after Bailey, who had already turned the corner. She probably didn’t know the walls wanted to eat them.

      The ceiling bubbled like boiling water, faces appearing and disappearing, all with gaping mouths sucking in air.

      He raced around the corner to find it extended three doors—two on the left, one on the right—and stopped at a dead end.

      “Cogs!” he yelled. “Try the doors,” he told Bailey, who just stood there. She must be terrified, unable to move, which meant it was up to him to save the day again. Maybe, after this, she’d see him as the dashing young man he was.

      He tried the doors—left, right, then left again—and found the last one unlocked. Brilliant! The ceiling lowered, transforming into a larger face that probably wanted to eat whole bodies, not just fingers.

      Triton grabbed Bailey, threw her into the tiny room lit by one flame floating near the ceiling, slammed the door shut, and used his body as a shield, pressing his back to her front.

      She didn’t object. In fact, her arm wrapped his side. Her hand pressed against his brilliant abs. Maybe all it took was getting her alone for her to realize their mutual attraction and stuff?

      The hero-person always got the girl at the end.

      The door started to bubble. A tiny face appeared. There didn’t seem to be a way to escape, which meant this encounter required actual fighting.

      Bailey whispered in his ear, making goosebumps race across his arms. “I haven’t peed in a month.”

      This was followed by the distinct yet distant sensation of pain, the sort a knife-thing would make, slicing into his back.
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        * * *

      

      Aayra spun to find a green ghost coasting down the hallway. It was draped in a translucent robe that dragged along the floor. And it held a candle, which employed a little flame person to hover over the wax stick, watching her through the ghost’s form.

      The apparition continued away from her until it vanished through a door. This event obviously wanted her to follow it. And this decision was made all the easier when the gap beneath the door to her bedroom revealed dolls pushing through with great enthusiasm.

      She raced down the hallway and slipped through the door. It led to a balcony overlooking a ballroom. Haunting music rolled across the wooden floor where dozens of ghosts danced and spun.

      The ghost she had followed, one that looked very much like Triton if the guy failed to smile for longer than ten seconds, stood near the railing where three small chains wrapped the handrail, each attached to a different chandelier.

      The transparent Triton pointed to the handrail and vanished in a poof, leaving the flame person to hover there, lighting what appeared to be scratch marks in the metal.

      The scratches formed the numbers: 18, 36, and 108. The last scratch was an underline, expecting her to finish the obvious pattern. The numbers doubled, then tripled, and, no doubt, quadrupled for the fourth number. But there was no apparent way to signal her answer.

      To either side of the balcony was a set of curving stairs. And upon those stairs were more ghosts. These ones carried swords and had red eyes looking like ghosts ready to murder her.

      She sighed. Way too literal.

      Every two seconds, the ghosts took a step. There were twenty steps, and they were on the second one, which meant she had 36 seconds to complete the puzzle.

      This wasn’t helped by the banging of tiny metal weapons against the door she had slipped through. The dolls prevented her from escaping in that direction, should she fail. There were likely hundreds of them by now.

      Cogs and sprockets!

      The chains gave off the slightest green glow, each connected to a chandelier with twenty lights, except for a few missing ones. And that was the only clue she needed.

      The first chandelier was missing two lights, the second four, and the third three. They represented numbers.

      She tapped the chains in the order to produce 432, the answer to 4 times 108. And the exact moment she did, all of the ghosts poofed away, leaving a single golden chest at the center of the ballroom’s floor.
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        * * *

      

      Marcel was, indeed, cogging stupid.

      A clown?

      No cogging way!

      Especially clowns that looked like someone he knew. That couldn’t be the real Entin, could it?

      It didn’t matter. If it was or was not the real Entin, all Marcel had to do was survive. That was his one job. So he shoved himself to his feet and sprinted to the attic’s hatch.

      “It doesn’t hurt . . . much,” Entin said in a voice very unlike the leader of the Dungeon Runners. It was higher pitched and filled with equal parts malice and glee.

      Marcel yanked on the hatch, which opened to a ladder that descended into darkness. Lightning flashed again, which temporarily lit the hole. In that incredibly brief flash, it seemed empty.

      There was no other place to run, and, unlike normal adventurers, he had no weapon or knowledge of how to use a weapon, even if he did have one.

      A toy box slammed against his side, dealing 66 damage. The hand sprang out and grabbed his wrist. He shook it free, sending it flying into half a dozen others.

      Entin’s face, attached to its own spring, shuffled forward, his mouth stretched into a wide grin. A yellow crystal was embedded in his forehead.

      Another box flew at Marcel’s head, and he ducked, then shoved his legs over the side of the hatch and felt the sharp edge of the wooden ladder bite into his toes.

      Three rungs down, the toy hands somehow extended from the enclosing walls, fingers sliding across his back and arms, grasping until they caught something: a wrist, an ankle, a shoulder, an arm.

      They hefted him up, inch by inch, toward the evil clown Entin that waited above, his eyes glowing an eery yellow that matched the crystal.

      “Stop it!” Marcel yelled and twisted, breaking free of one hand, then slapping another.

      “It doesn’t hurt . . . much,” Entin repeated. He opened his mouth so wide his cheeks split. A long white tongue slithered down into the enclosed space.

      The tip touched Marcel’s nose, slid across his cheek, down to his neck, then around. It locked tight, a force pulling on his head while the toy hands held him in place.

      He couldn’t breathe!

      The tearing force cut into his health. A -137 materialized and slid up through the grinning clown, then another, and another.

      Marcel shook left and right, breaking the holds of a few hands. But they were relentless, snapping their fingers around anything they could grab, fingertips digging into his skin.

      Between all the frantic thoughts, the need to breathe, the need to escape, one question surfaced, a question he locked onto.

      What would Entin do?

      The answer was immediate. Entin would solve the problem as a Runner!

      Runners didn’t fight. Runners didn’t use strength. Runners solved problems by applying their mind, applying strategy.

      Marcel shoved himself toward the ugly clown dude that was definitely not Entin, breaking a few holds and loosening the force on his neck for a fraction of a second. But that was all he needed to look down and trigger Dash.

      Everything blurred. When he reappeared, the tongue was still attached to his neck. Entin’s laughing face fell with Marcel, bursting through the bottom hatch and into a bright hallway.

      He crashed to the red carpet floor and triggered Roll to break his fall, then tore the disgusting tongue off. Toy hands dropped and clattered next to him, forming a pile.

      They reached out to the floor and pulled their springs in, shaking against the building pressure before letting go to launch themselves.

      Some missed and slammed into the wall next to the astonished-looking flame dudes. Others crashed into Marcel, grappling for him.

      He wasn’t here to fight.

      He was a cogging Runner! The Doorman.

      That realization filled him with renewed confidence that fought against the mounting terror of dozens more toy boxes joining the fight.

      The hallway continued toward white and gold double doors at the end of the hallway, and he charged them, screaming as the army of hands pursued from behind.
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        * * *

      

      Entin jumped away from the monster pretending to be Aayra, lost his footing in the dirt, and triggered Back Handspring.

      Bailey, as acting Distractor, sprinted up to the imposter, jumped, and triggered Wall Kick. The force of it sent the monster reeling backward, its creepy and deadly hands waving about for balance.

      
        
        ¤ Ghoulish Aayra [Lvl. 9]

        × Mini-boss

      

      

      It was a mini-boss! Most likely, everyone else had their own scenario that ended with a mini-boss needing to be defeated. But they weren’t fighters; they were thieves.

      There had to be a way to exploit the dungeon for loot. But for now, escaping this encounter and rejoining the others took precedence.

      “Look for a way out,” he told Bailey, then sprinted toward the Aayra monster, jumped, and triggered Wall Kick.

      His foot slammed into Aayra’s chest, knocking her through some old wooden furniture that splintered.

      She crashed to her back, then thrashed on the ground, tearing her overly long fingers into the dirt. It only took two seconds for her to right herself into a crouched position, snarling.

      The noise reverberating from her throat aggroed all the monsters in the rooms Entin and Bailey had so carefully avoided.

      Ghouls, like fast zombies that ran on all fours—bones sticking out in random places, flesh rotting, red glowing eyes—appeared in the hallway, all too happy for a late evening snack.

      Bailey pointed to a door high up on the wall. It looked like there used to be wooden stairs at some point, but they had rotted away, leaving only a few pillar supports.

      It was something.

      He signaled her to the door, but she shook her head. “Go! I’m a Distractor,” she said. She threw her bola at a ghoul, which crashed to the dirt, then withdrew a sharp stick and speared a second ghoul.

      She was right. He was the Grabber. He was the most important person on the team. That just went against his basic nature of wanting to protect and help others.

      But death was not the end.

      Bailey was giving him a chance, one that he intended to take full advantage of. This was what they had trained for, after all.

      He ran toward the door and jumped up the posts, landing on the thin ledge with only the handle to grab to stop him from falling backward.

      Luckily, the door was unlocked. He pushed it open and stepped into the basement proper of the old mansion.

      Bailey yelled something, and he spun in time to see her Dash his way. He flattened himself to the wall and barely missed colliding with her. Then, a fraction of a second later, Aayra followed.

      The monster didn’t have the normal Utility skills a Dungeon Runner did, but she jumped and easily cleared twenty feet, her sharp, alien fingers jutting forward in an effort to impale him.

      He dropped to his back and triggered the second variant of Wall Kick, doubling the damage. His Stamina dropped to 76/104.

      Since the floor had no give, all of the skill’s force slammed into Aayra’s stomach, sending her all the way up to the wooden ceiling.

      Her arms snapped in the wrong direction, grabbing the ceiling. Her head slowly twisted around, which was a big cogging nope!

      He shoved himself to his feet and slammed the door, looking for a lock. By the time he found a slot where he could slide a hefty block of wood in front of the door, the door itself teetered forward and crashed to the dirt five feet below.

      The room was teeming with monsters, their eyes affixed to him. And Aayra, like a cogging spider, scurried across the ceiling.

      Bailey grabbed his wrist, and they raced into the basement proper, where a horde of zombies milled about, poking their heads out from heaping piles of muck and bones.

      Without a second’s worth of consideration, the two of them triggered Sprint and ran to a narrow set of stairs. They climbed them, leading an army of the undead to the surface.

      The top of the stairs had a diagonal door. Bailey nearly broke through it in an attempt to open it. Then they ran to a white double door, which opened to the foyer.

      Entin slammed the door shut and shoved his back against it. There was no telling how well it would hold against everything they had left behind.

      The main door to the mansion creaked open, revealing an upset Triton in the doorway, silhouetted against flashing lightning.

      The real Aayra slipped through the double doors opposite Entin and Bailey, a proud grin on her lips.

      Marcel, screaming curses, burst through another set of doors. He spotted Aayra and immediately stopped, smiled, and ran his fingers through his corkscrew black hair, just to prove how cool and under control he was.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      “You!” Triton yelled, just a little peeved. He jabbed a finger at Bailey, who looked all healthy and stuff. When he stepped through the doorway, it slammed shut behind him. The flame guys flickered in and out.

      Bailey pinched her brows together. “Me? What’cha talkin’ about?”

      “Don’t play the dull sprocket card. You killed me! And this was after I went waaay out of my way to protect you.”

      “Killed ya?” she asked.

      “Well, obviously, it worked. You lived. And I had to run all the way back up here in the rain. Congratu-cogging-lations. But so not brilliant, girl. I thought we were patching things up.”

      The fourth door opened, presumably the one he would have exited from had he not been mercilessly murdered. Bailey . . . stepped through, expressionless.

      Triton looked at her and then at the Bailey he had been yelling at. Two Baileys? He could get behind that, so long as they didn’t kill him.

      In the momentary confusion, the new Bailey said deadpan, “I haven’t peed in a month.”

      “Ya really thought that was me?” the real Bailey asked. “That’s so not me!”

      “Well . . . I . . .” Triton stammered. He was dripping a pool of water and such onto the granite floor, which started turning into pixels. “It’s not like I had you to compare her to.”

      “I got loot,” Aayra said. “And a crystal.”

      Apparently, having seen a monster-thing casually enter the foyer, Entin locked the door he and real Bailey were standing next to. The others did the same.

      “You killed a mini-boss?” Entin asked, not giving the Bailey situation its proper amount of attention.

      “Mini-boss? There wasn’t a mini-boss for me. I got an easy puzzle.”

      There was pounding on the doors. Little white bars displayed their shrinking durability or something from 2,000 points.

      The fake Bailey, now so cogging obvious, took a meandering step toward Triton, doing her best to appear innocent while maintaining that emotionless look. She mentioned, once again, how long ago it was that she had peed.

      Yes, that was strange the first time she had said it. Now, it was as if she was saying, “I will kill you in your sleep.” So not attractive. . . .

      “Get the loot out of the dungeon,” Entin told Aayra. She nodded and ran past. But when she yanked on the door handle, the door didn’t budge.

      “It’s locked.”

      “Cogs!”

      Everyone looked at Triton like it was his fault. Did they not care that Bailey—fake or otherwise—had killed him? “Pfft! I didn’t lock it. I didn’t even close it!”

      Aayra said something about knowing how to get out. She ran back to the double doors she had exited from and threw them open.

      A wall of cogging ugly dolls burst through like water. They held little knives in their little knit hands.

      Aayra yelped, a dozen small damage numbers sliding from a dozen new cuts. She Dashed to Entin, leaving the dolls to look for their next target.

      Triton sighed. He was a Distractor. It was time to die. Again. Maybe Bailey would see how cogging brave he was this time.

      He grabbed fake Bailey’s hand, the one trying to conceal a knife behind her back—how he had missed that before, only the Maker knew—kicked a doll in its ugly face, then Dashed through the army.
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        * * *

      

      Entin watched Triton Dash through the throng of dolls, dragging the fake Bailey with him, one that had a pink crystal embedded in her hand. That was when an idea struck.

      “Leave the fake Bailey!” he yelled to Triton, who spun around and mouthed, What? He then promptly disappeared beneath a wave of dolls.

      Well . . . that works.

      “There’s another way out,” Aayra said, pointing to the stairs that ran up to the second floor. “That has to connect with the room I was in.”

      “Give me your crystal,” he said. She looked like she wanted to ask why but quickly decided against it. She summoned her game screen and performed a proximity trade.

      A chime was all he needed to enact his new plan, one that would likely not work. There was only one way to find out. Even if it didn’t work, at least it’d distract the monsters.

      He told the others to get to the second floor and to stay out of aggro range.

      Bailey reacted immediately. She grabbed Marcel’s hand and performed a Double Dash straight up to the overhanging balcony. Aayra followed a second later.

      Entin triggered Sprint and ran back to the dining room, closing and locking the door behind him. The chairs were empty of giant thousand-legged insects, and the only thing on the polished wood table was the goblet.

      He summoned his game screen directly to his inventory and withdrew Aayra’s crystal. A second later, the green gemstone materialized, pinched between his fingers.

      He tapped the crystal to the goblet, and the crystal shattered into hundreds of green pixels before reforming into one of the open sockets.

      One down, three to go.

      Thunder boomed distantly. The house creaked. Dust motes floated down from a new crack in the ceiling, and the chairs started to move on their own, all cogging great things. . . .

      He snatched the goblet from the table and Dashed to the side, where another chair quickly galloped across the floor to meet him, all of its many edges now spikes.

      A Wall Kick sent it backward.

      He turned toward the door, which exploded into white and gold pixels. An army of ghouls and zombies, led by one very upset-looking fake Aayra, flooded the room.
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        * * *

      

      Marcel crouched behind the second-floor balustrade, holding the balusters tighter than strictly necessary. His heart felt strange. It seemed to be beat twice as fast as normal, making him sweat and feel uncomfortable.

      This was the reason he preferred to stay inside where it was safe. His body was using every means at its disposal to communicate how very much it didn’t like this whole thing.

      That aside, he watched Entin sprint into the dining room, where those nasty bugs ate them. He was so cogging cool and brave. The guy always knew what to do next. He probably didn’t fear anything.

      Marcel feared everything.

      The two of them were so cogging different. It still amazed him that anyone would want him on their team. That was why he declined initially. It had to have been a prank.

      He sucked in a deep breath. He was here now, crouched next to Aayra, so close he could feel the warmth coming off of her.

      She looked behind at a super cool-looking library, the walls covered in books from floor to ceiling. And beyond it was a stretch of empty hallway.

      “Cogs and sprockets,” she whispered, “I don’t know if we can actually get back to the room I spawned in from here.” She was biting her thumbnail, which was so cogging cute.

      He didn’t have anything to say. And admitting his feelings here felt like the wrong place and time. Admitting his feelings anytime felt like the wrong place and time. . . .

      A double door across the foyer burst into white and golden pixels that matched the material colors. Aayra’s evil twin sister was in the doorway. Her eyes were sewn shut. She breathed from her mouth, her back bent oddly, her fingers black and really-really long.

      She snarled, saliva dripping from her chin. And behind her was an army of undead things with glowing red eyes.

      The real Aayra gasped at the horrendous display of herself.

      Marcel wanted to protect her, ease the discomfort she must have felt seeing this abomination. He whispered, with all the confidence Entin would have talking to girls, “Don’t worry. You look nothing like that.”

      Bailey snorted.

      Aayra scrunched up her eyebrows, now looking at him for what seemed like the first time.

      He could feel his cheeks warm. His confidence went from one hundred to zero in two seconds flat. “At least . . . to me you don’t. . . .”

      “I hope not to anyone,” she whispered, dumbfounded.

      Marcel sighed inwardly. He was a cogging dumb rust bucket, a dull sprocket, indeed. Of course, she didn’t look like the twisted and disgusting monster that had borrowed her likeness.

      He wanted to slink away into the darkness. In a strange way, he wouldn’t mind hanging out with Entin’s clown over sitting here, strangling on embarrassment.

      The fake Aayra seemed to catch the scent of something. She charged toward the dining room, ignoring the wandering dolls looking for Dungeon Runners to cut up. Even the fake Bailey had returned.

      Grasping for anything to appear helpful, Marcel said, “We need to warn Entin.”

      Aayra shook her head. “We can’t. Not with the Silenced debuff.”

      And that made him feel even more stupid. They had a debuff? He had memorized all of the debuffs, not once thinking he’d experience one himself. The Silenced debuff blocked all communications.

      The dining room door burst apart. There was no way their fearless leader could escape all of these monsters. But it was a good distraction.

      Marcel stood slowly. If this was a distraction, they should use it and get Aayra to safety. But before he could put that thought into action, Entin appeared in the foyer at the end of a stream of black smoke.

      He was covered in pink damage lines, his health down to 177/1,000. He spun on the spot, immediately spotting Marcel, and threw the silver goblet, which had two crystals socketed.

      “You don’t have to kill—” Entin’s words were cut short. Fake Aayra, still very much alive despite missing her purple crystal, pierced her terrible knife-like fingers through his back and out the front of his chest. He shattered into a hundred shimmering white shards.

      And Marcel, without any other thought other than how cool he must look, dove off the balcony.
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        * * *

      

      Bailey—at the sight of poor Entin shatterin’, en at the sight of the silver goblet with green en purple crystals—stood so coggin’ fast, she nearly launched herself off the balcony, only stoppin’ herself when Marcel, their Doorkeeper of all people, did so without a hint of a prompt from either her or Aayra.

      The two shared a quick glance, then watched as Marcel caught the goblet en expertly used the first variant of Roll to absorb fall damage.

      He wasn’t half bad.

      The kid was back on his feet amid a room full of dolls, ghouls, en . . . Was that a clown version of Entin? She snapped a picture before realizin’ she had even opened her game screen.

      Marcel spun en Dashed straight up to the clown—Entin’s painted face attached to a large spring—en clobbered him, screamin’ all the while.

      There was a burst of yellow pixels, then the goblet had three crystals shimmerin’ for all to see. The dolls en toy boxes with hands attached to springs attacked the kid.

      He was gone as fast as he had appeared, a blaze of triumph before death. En if he could do it, she could as well. Besides, there was a monster down there with her name on it . . . literally.

      Bailey launched herself off the balcony en Dashed to the floor to break her fall. She scooped up the goblet, jumped, en triggered Wall Kick against the wall to send her over the flood of dolls all choppin’ at the air; she very much hated dolls, especially the evil sort.

      When she landed directly in front of her imposter, the fake Bailey said, “I haven’t peed—”

      En, the real Bailey, shut the monster’s coggin’ mouth by smashin’ the goblet to its head. The crystal wasn’t in its head, but it felt good. Then she slammed the goblet against its hand.

      The pink crystal turned into a firework before joinin’ the other crystals. Then the goblet started to warm. The silver changed to gold. The socketed crystals were glowing!

      She threw the goblet to Aayra, yellin’, “Catch!” a mere moment before the horde of monsters tore the remainin’ of Bailey’s health away.
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        * * *

      

      Where there were once five, there was now one. Aayra, the last surviving Dungeon Runner, watched the now-golden goblet spin through the air toward her. The twenty flames on the chandelier watched it while they screamed silently.

      Bailey’s form shattered into shards of white light. She shot up through the ceiling like a reverse lightning bolt.

      That was actually good.

      And that was Aayra’s last thought before catching the goblet at the precise moment the metal expanded forty times its original size into a golden chest and landed on top of her.

      A large -612 jumped into the air and leisurely floated upward, fading slowly. This cinematic display of her greatly reduced health was accompanied by the sounds of scratching and thudding as an army of misfit monsters climbed the stairs seventeen and a half feet to her left.

      She had precisely eight seconds before the first of the monsters would find her and start chopping parts of her free.

      Truth be told, she quite liked her various parts. Every one of them, in fact. None were for sale. If she lost a finger, she’d have an odd number of digits, which wouldn’t work at all.

      Focus!

      By the sound of it, her evil doppelgänger, of whom she most certainly looked nothing alike, would reach her first.

      Aayra triggered the first variant of Dash, reappearing ten feet in the air, facing the opposite direction. She landed in a squat, tapped the chest, and withdrew all of the items without looking at anything.

      When she stood, five glistening black fingers slashed across her arm, dropping her to 112/1,000 health.

      “You’re ugly!” she yelled at the monster version of herself. In four studies she had read, verbal outbursts helped the participants cope with stressful situations.

      But—cogs and sprockets!—it didn’t seem to help.

      Monster Aayra snarled her reply. In hindsight, insults likely contributed to aggro, which was a hypothesis worth testing.

      The monster attacked again.

      This time, Aayra was ready. She triggered Back Handspring, taking her just beyond the library’s door. She grabbed the edge and slammed it shut, turned, and ran two steps before realizing she didn’t hear the door actually slam shut.

      The reason was clear. An evil doll blocked the door with its cogging face. This gave all the other evil everythings time to pour into the room.

      An old ghost man, sitting in a reading chair, looked up and arched an eyebrow. The books behind him were rearranging themselves. This place was so weird!

      She triggered Sprint and charged through the library and into the hall. The little flame people were shaking their heads—or bodies—which was probably meant to mean something.

      At the corner, which she hoped was the hallway that connected to her room, she stopped. There was no hallway. It continued ten feet and ended in a dead end, not a door or window or any place to go.

      The walls bubbled. Faces formed beneath the wallpaper, their mouths chomping endlessly at nothing.

      “Honey!” came Triton’s singsong voice, “I’m home!”

      The front door!

      Aayra spun toward the dolls and toy boxes, the creepy clown of Entin, Bailey’s deadpan gaze, and the monster version of herself, leading a hungry-looking family of ghouls and zombies, getting dirt all over the carpet.

      Aayra counted three seconds. Her heart beat six times. There were fifty-three dolls, twenty-eight toy boxes, six ghouls, nine zombies, and three mini-bosses, not counting the enumerable wall faces.

      She sprinted toward them and triggered the second variant of Sprint, which required Sprint to be active. Her bare feet touched the wallpaper, stepped over a face, and ran twelve feet—the full extent of Wall Run—before triggering the second variant of Dash to shift forward twenty feet.

      She landed amid a family of dolls, excited to find that their prey had closed the distance to them. One cut her shin for 47 damage. Another threw itself under her foot, making her leg buckle.

      She triggered Roll and was back to her feet in an instant, the bulk of the monsters behind her. It took three seconds to reach the library, which didn’t have an evil doll to block the door from slamming shut this time.

      “Hurry!” Triton yelled. He was fighting the . . . door, holding it open, feet propped up against the frame, grunting from the effort.

      A doll was trying to cut him, jumping four inches and swinging its tiny knife.

      Aayra jumped off the balcony, triggered Dash, and materialized outside in the cold wet of the night. The winds seemed to howl louder and more violently than before.

      The sky lit up, lightning flashing three, four, five times. One bolt struck the house, igniting the black wood paneling in a glow of orange.

      She ran and ran for all she was worth. Triton was not behind her. The house must have won its fight and pulled him inside.

      One terribly unlucky bolt of lightning would be the end of it. That cogging thought, mixed with the sensation of a light static buzz, made her run all the faster.

      The black wrought iron gate was momentarily lit up. The red eyes of monsters in the grassy hills beyond were right up against the gate. They were ghouls, dozens of ghouls wanting to be let in.

      A normal group might welcome the extra fight for loot, but not her, not the Dungeon Runners. She was following the manifesto precisely. Exploit. Extract. And now, for the most important part, Exit.

      She pointed her index and middle finger at the gate, twisted her wrist to summon its Information Box, smashed the Accept button, and dove through.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      They won!

      They had entered a hard dungeon with absolutely no gear and left carrying its treasure. Were they able to kill the mini-bosses, they would have gained even more.

      Oddly, none of this was reflected in the dungeon’s Information Box, which meant there were secret treasures they had missed, treasures that were hidden in the mansion, likely guarded by puzzles and terrible monsters.

      The remaining treasures was a taunt, a challenge that said, “Find me if you can.” Of course, they couldn’t re-enter. It just proved that there was so much more they could do to improve and gain.

      That didn’t mean their haul was poor by any interpretation of the definition. It was enough. Such a great concept, to have enough to solve all of their immediate problems.

      
        
        ¤ Abruel Dungeon Loot

        » 80× Salt Water Ghost Taffy

        » 20× Peanut Butter Poop Cups

        » 30× Ghoul Pops

        » 1× Animated Doll [Unique Pet]

        » 73 scyl

      

      

      Aayra was quick to point out that there was a lot more they could do to not only save the orphanage but ensure it thrived in these uncertain times. Her strategy, however, had an upfront cost—each of their cut—but promised an exciting future.

      The human condition resisted the idea of charity, the act of giving for nothing in return other than the appearance of being a good person. This was further challenged when everyone was dealing with the concept of not having enough.

      Targeting a person’s self-interest, though, while tacking on the feel-good nature of charity, would be a recipe for success.

      This meant the Dungeon Runners needed to partner with the orphanage and become a successful business, not solely for the benefit of the few Runners working to pay rent and buy food, but for the benefit of the many: Runners, orphans, and adventurers alike.

      Dungeon information was valuable. Lourne had said as much a few days ago, willing to buy it, even to simply know if attempting a dungeon was worth the time investment or within their skill level.

      A dungeon’s map was worth anywhere between 10 and 50 chyps. And only the people who did the initial exploring could sell a map, preventing resellers. An adventurer might explore the area themselves and sell their own map, but no one was doing that.

      Information had become a guarded secret. None of the adventurers wanted to help others, as that might introduce competition for limited resources.

      But this was not the Dungeon Runner’s way.

      A Dungeon Runner would share everything for a reasonable price. This made money, helped others make money, and marketed certain services:

      Dungeon Insurance, to have Runners extract the party and save their gear; Dungeon Mules, to have Runners for carrying items; and Waypoint Guides, to have a Runner help unlock new waypoints.

      And all of this needed to be made official. In Eternal Fantasy Online, a business was merely a name attributed to a booth or store. That made up most needs for the common crafter or merchant.

      But the Dungeon Runners was not a typical business. It fit the requirements of a guild. Which then presented the best and most immediate way they could help the orphanage.
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        * * *

      

      Near dinner time, Entin opened the door to the orphanage and ushered inside a very excited and smiling Marcel, Aayra, Triton, and Bailey before following.

      The place was as lively as ever, full of kids laughing and pointing at Dantic, who was holding a massive rainbow fish over his head, one that was nearly as long as he was tall.

      If it weren’t for everyone having the same strength, he probably would have had a tough time holding it up in the air like that.

      “Entin, look!” Dantic said, beaming. “It’s enough food for everyone, I think.”

      “It smell bad,” Ohto said, and Joia, standing next to him—within cootie range—nodded to the affirmative.

      “That,” Entin said, lifting Ohto onto one hip and carefully maneuvering Joia onto his other, “is only because it’s not cooked yet. When it’s cooked, it’ll be the most delicious thing you’ve ever had!”

      “That?” Ohto asked, scrunching his nose and pointing as if there had been some confusion as to what they were talking about.

      “Yup. It’s what Dungeon Runners eat to grow big and strong.” This immediately changed Ohto’s opinion of the fish. His eyes went round, and he kicked his feet to be let down so he could further inspect the alien food.

      Ausemnie was running on fumes. She probably wasn’t getting enough sleep to replenish her Stamina completely. Combine that with knocking on every door for donations, running their booth, and the stress of losing the orphanage, she looked ready to shatter into a thousand pieces and ascend to the Celestial Plane of stars.

      When their eyes met, she chanced a smile, given how happy everyone seemed to be. Entin strode over, bouncing Joia up and down and making her giggle.

      “Did it go well?” Ausemnie asked, her voice holding a hopeful tune.

      “You could say that,” he said, then summoned his inventory screen and dropped all the candy into the proximity trade window.

      “Candy?” She laughed. A few kids perked up.

      “I figure you’d be best at handling the goodies. But that’s not all.” He motioned to Aayra to take over.

      “We have formed a guild,” she announced formally, looking quite proud since it was her idea.

      Ausemnie arched an eyebrow. “What does that mean? I don’t actually know a lot about games and haven’t had the time to study up on it.”

      “I can tell you,” Marcel said excitedly, and Aayra glanced at him, then shrugged, which seemed to make him all the more happy. “I’ve read all about the different organization types.

      “A guild is like a faction. Umm, maybe I’ll start there, then. We’re all in the City of Creannan’s faction, which has a government, location, reputation, and systems like . . . like . . . the bank! And repairing, waypoints, market, housing. There are a lot of systems, actually. And the faction pays to have access to these systems.

      “But anyway, guilds are the same but at a smaller level. They operate within a faction. They are usually dedicated to a specific thing. So . . . yeah, umm, the merchants could start a guild or the adventurers.”

      Ausemnie nodded. “And you guys started a guild? How does that help you?”

      “Well,” Entin said, “it just so happens that my guild needs a guildhall, which just so happens to cost less per month than a . . . business.” The precise cost was 65 scyl plus a scyl per member, which required five to start: Entin, Bailey, Triton, Aayra, and Marcel.

      Ausemnie made an Ah sound, catching on to his intent. She quickly asked, “What do I have to do?”

      Aayra, always prepared, had summoned a contract. “If you sign this, you’ll be handing the ownership of this property to the Dungeon Runners guild. I’ve added a provision in the contract that ensures the orphanage shall always have a place in the guild. We only need a small section to conduct business. And a few rooms for guild members.”

      Ausemnie took the paper and read the contents, nodding slowly as she did.

      Ohto yelled, “With bad stinky fish, I will be fastest Dungeon Runner!” He then triggered Dash and blurred into a stream of black smoke that crashed through the chairs of an unused table, sending them tumbling.

      “No!” said Tayla, “I will be fastest!” She blurred through the room, traveling further from having triggered the second variant of the skill. When she appeared again, she looked around, momentarily confused, then planted her hands on her hips and grinned.

      Triton huffed. “No! I am the fastest Dungeon Runner.” He glanced at Entin, rolled his eyes, and added, “with blue hair.” He blurred through the room and stopped just beyond Tayla, then grabbed her and tossed her toward the ceiling before catching her.

      “Me next!” Ohto said, extricating himself from a chair. This prompted all the other kids to storm Triton, arms up in the air. And soon, the room was full of laughter and flying kids.

      “I accept,” Ausemnie said, tapping the contract and confirming her intent on the small dialog window that appeared. The contract rolled up and vanished to pixels. “So now what?”

      “Now’s the best part,” Bailey said, grinning. “Can I do it? Never used the Blueprint system before.”

      “It’s just a button,” Entin said, then shrugged. He summoned his game screen after adjusting Joia on his hip and tapped the lock icon, which unlocked it and made it viewable.

      Bailey grabbed the edges of the screen. “This one?” she asked, pointing to a button that would update the tavern to a level 1 guildhall. Entin nodded, and she tapped the button while saying, “Boop!”

      Blue lines traced across the floor and walls. A few places where kids stood turned red. Triton herded the kids toward the front door, promising something brilliant.

      “Push it again,” Entin said, “to confirm this is what we want.”

      Bailey did so, and the tavern changed.

      Walls burst apart into brown pixels that lingered in the air. Planks of wood and red bricks stormed out of the game screen, snapping into position.

      The kids were a chorus of Wow and Ooh, pointing at the new entrance, the changed floor, and the walls that shifted from dark logs to light brown paneling.

      After a minute of magic, the Blueprint’s changes were complete, freeing all the kids to rush out and explore their new home.

      The entrance now opened to a small and empty shop area. There was a place for shelves or chairs, in case they needed to meet with clients. An empty counter guarded a door to the rest of the building.

      Beyond the shop, taking up the remaining space of the main floor, was a combined living and dining room. The hearth’s fire burned, and distant harp music played, giving the place a more formal feel. It wasn’t the best music, but it could be changed.

      Unlike the original tavern, the guildhall had two floors. The kids, led by Marcel, charged up the stairs, fully aware that bedrooms and beds were offered on a first-come, first-serve basis.

      They were already yelling, “This is the girls’ room. That’s the boys’ room!” And, “Leave big room for mommy!”

      Ausemnie smiled a relieved smile, blinking back tears and doing a terrible job at it. She wrapped her arms around Entin, which prompted Bailey to join the hug. Triton followed, leaving Aayra to stand to the side, rigid and arms crossed until Triton yanked her into the hug.

      “Thank you,” Ausemnie said. “All of you.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        10 minutes earlier

      

      

      Eizel Oqerton, wearing a black silk cloak with the hood up and a mask covering her face, concealed herself within the shadows of an alleyway. She watched the boy she now knew as Entin Soroy, lead his newly found guild—the Dungeon Runners—into a tavern.

      This world had many questions, few answers, and even fewer people able or willing to find those answers. Entin, she firmly believed, was one of those rare people. He was the key to solving all of her problems.

      Everything was about to change.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Afterword

          

        

      

    

    
      For the longest time, I have wanted to write a story that takes place in a haunted mansion. Dungeon Runner 3 scratched that itch, and it was so much fun! I hope you guys enjoyed this unique take on a dungeon.

      Now, let’s take a look at that little ending featuring Eizel Oqerton. For those who may have forgotten, she’s the girl Entin tried to ask out in the first episode.

      Not all is as it seems. To see the world from her eyes, I’d like to encourage you to read her short story serial. The events of these stories happen concurrently.

      Her story is a newsletter exclusive. You can grab it for free and read it on any device—mobile or eReader alike—by heading over to my website.

      
        
        https://dustin.link/eizel

      

      

      Of course, this wouldn’t be an afterword if I didn’t ask you for your feedback. Want to see a certain dungeon theme? Want to know more about a side character? Want more information about the world? This is where you can let me know.

      
        
        https://dustin.link/d3

      

      

      Thanks so much for joining me on this journey with the Dungeon Runners. They sure appreciate you reading about their exploits. (Triton: “Be a brilliant cog and tell others I’m the fastest Dungeon Runner!”)

      A small donation would be most welcome if you would like to support Dungeon Runner and contribute to this mad experiment of making these stories free. Thanks!

      
        
        https://dustin.link/donate

      

      

      Exploit. Extract. Exit!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            I’m a Fudging Vampire!

          

          DOES THAT MEAN I SPARKLE?
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        A free 480-page standalone novel that is the perfect introduction to my other series: Arachnomancer.

      

      

      This bookworm-to-badass story follows Sarah, Olindale’s first vampire, in an adventure that transcends heavens. It’s chock full of interesting game mechanics, laugh-out-loud situations, whacky characters, and mysteries.
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        * * *

      

      Eight years before Dhane became an Arachnomancer, Sarah snuffed it, expired, breathed her last breath—also known as died, if you need it spelled out—in the most unlikely of places: at the library.

      But do not fret! This is perfectly normal.

      What is not normal, however, is the persistence of one’s soul after shuffling off this mortal coil.

      To break the Cycle is strange and wrong and perverse. It goes against the very nature of existence: that which lives must eventually be recycled (responsibly).

      Lucky or unlucky, Sarah finds herself Cycle-broken and very much alive, depending on how strict you wish to be with the definition.

      This is heaven! A wondrous, magical place full of the fantastical. But no amount of reading about adventurers in far-off lands could prepare her for . . . this.

      Turns out, heaven has a return policy better than Costco. And souls are terribly expensive. If she doesn’t win the forthcoming challenges, she is to be flushed back to the Primordial Sea of Souls, back to the Cycle to eventually be reincarnated as whatever the RNG gods have in store for her: a slug, most likely.

      
        
        Get I’m a Fudging Vampire!

      

      

      Or go to my site for all my books:

      
        
        https://dustintigner.com/books/

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Appendix I

          

          GUILD GUIDE

        

      

    

    
      You are reading the Guild guide. A guild is similar to a faction. It represents a group of players linked by a common interest, attitude, skill, goal, etc.

      Players are limited to participating in one guild at a time, so choose carefully. If you choose a guild that does not fit your needs, you may leave the guild, which prevents joining another guild for one day.

      Guild affiliation can be kept private.

      
        
        ¤ Message Log

        » John: I’m going to start a guild called the Time Keepers. We’re going to publish a new calendar.

        » Gabe: You’re still going on about that? I don’t think people are going to hate the calendar so much they join a guild dedicated to producing a calendar system.

        » John: Time will tell.

        » Gabe: Is that a pun?

        » John: No, but everything is speculation right now. Are you going to start a guild?

        » Gabe: I can neither confirm nor deny my intent to start a guild.

        » John: So you are, but you don’t want me to know what type of guild you’ll be starting?

        » Gabe: All you need to know is it’ll be the best guild, and you’re not invited. Can’t have any time lords, you see?

        » John: I’m not a time lord. . . . And you can only join one guild at a time, anyway.

        » Gabe: Your loss.

      

      

      GOOD STANDING

      Much like the laws of a faction, guilds have their own laws. To remain in good standing with the guild and gain access to guild bonuses, you must follow the guild’s laws.

      In addition to the laws, guilds may have ranks, which grant additional perks to their most loyal and contributing members. See Guild Contribution for more.

      GUILD BONUSES

      All guilds are different, which includes the bonuses granted to guild members who are in good standing.

      A guild that focuses on combat might grant additional combat experience and better prices for gear or handle selling loot to get more profit per item.

      Guilds may provide room and board within their guildhall or operate without a guildhall. Perks are flexible to the needs of the players, so please speak to a guild representative to understand what benefits you’ll gain from joining their guild.

      GUILD CONTRIBUTION

      Being a part of a guild grants many bonuses—see Guild Bonuses—but often require something in return. This is dependent on the guild.

      Guilds may require their members to pay a membership fee, craft items, donate resources, recruit new members, train other members, complete dungeons, complete raids, kill members from other guilds, and so on.

      
        
        ¤ Message Log

        » Gabe: To be a time lord, you must stare into the sky for one hour every day.

        » John: You’re a dull sprocket. That wouldn’t even make sense. And my members would be Time Keepers.

        » Gabe: To be a time lord, you must run through the market and yell out what the date is.

        » John: That’s actually not a bad idea.

      

      

      GUILD TYPES

      A guild can form around any idea. This can be as general or specific as the guild wishes, from the Eternal Birdwatchers guild to the Kitty Cat Knitting guild.

      A few ideas for your own guild: crafting general items, weapons, armor, and jewelry; player vs. player in the Wilds, arena contests, and guild wars; dungeoneering, adventuring; exploring, cartography, archeology, and treasure hunting.

      GUILDHALL

      Most guilds have a guildhall to operate as their headquarters. The guildhall starts at level 1 and gains experience based on number of members and the number of weeks the guild has remained active.

      Levels open new options to grow the guildhall, unlock systems, and grant perks to members. All systems and perks have a monthly maintenance fee.

      ZONES

      A guild is the smallest type of group that can own land via a Land Claim. This opens up the potential to build a town or use it for farmland.

      A guild that builds a town may eventually evolve into a faction. Whether or not there is an intent to build a faction, it’s best to plan for that potential outcome and not claim land too close to other factions.

      
        
        ¤ Message Log

        » Gabe: Fine, you want to know what guild I’m going to create? I’m going to make a guild for mounts. We’ll find every exotic animal and tame them into mounts. Land, water, and air, big and small, common to rare. It’s going to be an awesome business guild.

        » John: I’ll give you a free calendar for a mount.

        » Gabe: Cogs, that sounds like a terrible trade.

        » John: Time will tell.

        » Gabe: Time lords. . . .

      

      

      This concludes the Guild guide. There are other guides you should read to better enjoy your time in Eternal Fantasy Online. Below is a simple index of subjects that players found interesting.

      
        
        ¤ Navigation

        ·

        « Groups

        » Faction

        » Raid

        » Party

        ·

        « Familiar

        » Mounts

        » Pets

        » Naughlings

        » Taming

        ·

        « Land

        » Land Claim

        » How to Farm

        » Wilds

      

      

      
        
        How helpful was this page?

        [Smile/Frown/Cry/Rage]

      

        

      
        NuReality appreciates your feedback.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Appendix II

          

          HOW TO FARM

        

      

    

    
      You are reading the How to Farm guide. In this guide, you will learn how to claim a Wild Farm, where to get seeds, how to plant seeds, potential problems with crops, harvesting, and more.

      
        
        ¤ Messages

        » Gabe: I can’t imagine anyone wanting to be a farmer in the next life. Just about everyone who would want to has died.

        » John: Just check the information.

        » Gabe: You think I’m wrong?

        » John: I just don’t want to think about it. My aunt worked in agriculture.

        » Gabe: Oh, I’m sorry for your loss.

      

      

      FARM VS. GARDEN

      A farm is a dedicated piece of land set aside to grow produce. They cannot be created at any given location—see Restricted Locations—unless a Land Claim is used or a Zone’s owner designates a piece of land for farming.

      Please note that it can be very difficult to reclassify a Zone’s designated spaces if those spaces are now owned by other players. Be sure to keep this in mind if you wish to acquire your own Zone.

      A garden, on the other hand, can be created within a residential area or business area. Do note that even if the same seeds are planted, plants in a garden do not grow nearly as fast as they do on a farm. There are also some limitations on what will grow. Select the seed for more information.

      RESTRICTED LOCATIONS

      The first thing to know about farms is that there are limited locations where farms can be developed. This ensures farms are spread out across the Lands and don’t disrupt the ecological balance.

      Farms cannot be built within 3,000 feet of any faction. They either must be cultivated from an existing Wild Farm or have a Zone owner designate an area for farming, which must accommodate the farm’s size requirement.

      Land Claims can be used to create a farm but cannot be placed within 3,000 feet of other claimed territories.

      WILD FARM

      Every Land has designated farm locations, even Lands that wouldn’t typically be used for such things, such as underwater Lands, ice-covered Lands, or volcanic Lands.

      Special plants can grow in these adverse conditions, presenting new challenges for the experienced farmer.

      Anyone can claim a Wild Farm. To do so, enter the farm, trigger an Information Box, and request to be the owner. Others, including monster tribes, may attempt to take over your farm, so be sure to protect it!

      WHERE ARE THE SEEDS?

      Seeds can be found from chests, mobs, and overgrown plants in the Wilds. Any produce—often produce close to its expiration, noted by current durability—can be reduced to its seed form.

      Seeds do not have durability and thus do not expire. Each type of produce will yield a different amount of seeds.

      Not all players are farmers. They will come across seeds in their normal adventures and trade them at the market, making the general market a great place to find seeds, especially higher rarity seeds that may be used to grow more expensive crops.

      HOW TO PLANT SEEDS

      Unlike the real world, seeds are planted using your game screen. Summon an Information Box for a plot of land and select the seed type you wish to use. The system will tell you how many seeds are necessary to fill the plot size you have selected.

      Do note that different seed types cannot be mixed. If you do not have enough of the specified type of seed, the selected plot will simply not be fully utilized.

      To grow other crops, create additional plots within the designated farmland. It is ideal to grow a diverse selection of plants and rotate the crops to prevent potential problems.

      CROP REQUIREMENTS

      All crops have their unique requirements. If these requirements are not met, yields may be affected, or there may be no produce.

      Such requirements include water, sunshine, soil type, spacing, crop rotation, enclosures and supports, and climate.

      By selecting the seed you wish to grow, this information may be available depending on your farming level and the seed’s rarity and rank. Of course, this information may be purchased from others to jumpstart your farming efforts.

      CROP PROBLEMS

      There is no rest for the farmer. Even if all of a crop’s requirements are met, there may be problems that affect your yield: weeds, pests, monsters, other players, and inclement weather.

      The larger your farm, the more attractive it is to others. Beginner farms—identified as level 2 or lower—are immune to pests, monsters, and thieves. Growing your farm beyond the beginner level introduces more problems, but this is offset by the ability to generate more profit.

      Be warned that growing too much of a single type of vegetable or fruit may generate resource guardians. While a resource guardian helps fight off pests, monsters, and other players, they are not your friends and will need to be dealt with before harvesting.

      HARVESTING

      All crops have an ideal time to be harvested. To harvest a crop, simply summon an Information Box for the intended crop, and select Harvest.

      If the crop is not harvested before its harvest window closes, the crop will go to seed, drastically reducing yield. Of course, if you intend to create seeds, this is a more effective way than converting produce to seeds.

      
        
        ¤ Messages

        » Gabe: Reading this just makes me hungry. The next world is going to have an abundance of food. I’m going to eat myself cogging sick every day.

        » John: Food is going to be interesting to watch. Same with the economy. We’re about to dump two thousand people into a city with starting money. That’ll be a huge influx of money and a strain on the current demand for resources.

        » Gabe: It’ll be fine. You keep saying the developers know what they are doing. But if you’re so concerned, you should submit a ticket.

        » John: No, you’re right. I’m sure they have something in place to handle this stuff.

      

      

      This concludes the How to Farm guide. There are other guides you should read to better enjoy your time in Eternal Fantasy Online. Below is a simple index of subjects that players found interesting.

      
        
        ¤ Navigation

        ·

        « Economy

        » Currency

        » Contracts

        » Market

        » Taxes

        ·

        « Business

        » Registration

        » Store & Booth

        » Black Market

        » Reputation

        ·

        « Crafting

        » Recipes

        » Blueprints

        » Durability

      

      

      
        
        How helpful was this page?

        [Smile/Frown/Cry/Rage]

      

        

      
        NuReality appreciates your feedback.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Appendix III

          

          CHARACTER SHEET

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ¤ Entin Soroy [Lvl. 2]

        ·

        « Stats

        » Health: 1,000/1,000

        » Armor: 0

        » Strength: 0

        » Speed: 0

        » Resource: 100/100

        » Stamina: 110/110

        » Familiar Energy: 100/100

        ·

        « Weapon Experience

        » Dagger 77/10,000

        ·

        « Weapon Skills [Equipped]

        » None

        ·

        « Utility Skills

        » Back Handspring [Lvl. 1 · 220/10,000]

        » Dash [Lvl. 1 · 7,680/10,000]

        » Roll [Lvl. 1 · 340/10,000]

        » Slide [Lvl. 1 · 300/10,000]

        » Sprint [Lvl. 2 · 2,020/10,000]

        » Wall Kick [Lvl. 1 · 440/10,000]

        ·

        « Profession Skills

        » Weaver [Lvl. 1 · 240/10,000]

        » Weapon Smith [Lvl. 1 · 160/10,000]

        ·

        « Equipped Items

        » None

        ·

        « Inventory

        » None

        ·

        « Stash

        » Clothing

        » Swift Light [Unique Dagger · Rank 3]

        » 1× Vial [Water]

        ·

        « Guild Stash

        » 3 scyl

        ·

        « Seller Contracts

        » Mentof

        » — 1× Golden Desire [Exquisite Fishing Lure]

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contact

          

          I’D LOVE TO HEAR FROM YOU

        

      

    

    
      If you want to send me your thoughts, ask questions, report typos, or for any other reason, please feel free to reach out.

      
        
        Email

        author@dustintigner.com

      

        

      
        Website

        https://dustintigner.com

      

        

      
        Newsletter

        https://dustin.link/newsletter

      

        

      
        Twitter

        https://twitter.com/DustinTigner

      

        

      
        Facebook

        https://facebook.com/DustinTigner

      

        

      
        BookBub

        https://bookbub.com/profile/dustin-tigner

      

      

      FACEBOOK GROUPS

      I’m in most GameLit/LitRPG-related Facebook groups. The main ones I visit daily are listed below. You’re welcome to tag me in your posts.

      
        
        GameLit Society

        https://facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety

      

        

      
        LitRPG Books

        https://facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books

      

        

      
        LitRPG Releases

        https://www.facebook.com/groups/litrpgreleases

      

        

      
        LitRPG Forum

        https://facebook.com/groups/litrpgforum

      

      

      REDDIT

      I’m an avid Reddit user, even if I almost never make posts. If you’re a Reddit fan, check out these great subreddits.

      
        
        LitRPG

        https://reddit.com/r/litrpg

      

        

      
        Progression Fantasy

        https://reddit.com/r/ProgressionFantasy

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Dustin Tigner graduated with a Bachelor of Science in Computer & Information Technology in 2011. The degree allowed for a broad focus on numerous topics, making him a unicorn: the rare industry expert that can program and design.

      To this day, he has way too many gosh-darn interests, including writing—obviously—digital painting, programming, composing music, voice acting, and game design.

      In 2003, he built a writing community and ran it for six years. In 2010, he published 7Strains: The Infectious, an Xbox 360 game. And in 2017, he coined the term GameLit to act as a more inclusive genre to LitRPG.

      Dustin is a nerd at heart, collecting and trading knowledge like it’s a card game. He’s a Kickstarter super backer with over eighty board game pledges. He loves video games, board games, anime, and books.

      TIME CAPSULE 10/2022

      I’ve been having a lot of fun playing Fall Guys this month. It’s cute, simple, and quite competitive! I also convinced my sister to give The Division 2 a try, this after burning out on Tiny Tina’s Wonderland. It’s going well.

      I read and recommend Will Save the Galaxy for Food by Yahtzee Croshaw. It’s a very well-written and funny adventure in space, full of space pirates, monsters, crime bosses, and more.

      I also read and recommend Cinnamon Bun by RavensDagger. It’s such a cute and wholesome slice-of-life about a very innocent girl who gets pulled into a fantasy world and goes on a fun adventure, using all sorts of odd skills in odd ways, such as jumping and cleaning magic.

      Watching Skeleton Knight in Another World. If you like overpowered protagonists, this’ll scratch that itch. I’m also enjoying Rings of Power and She-Hulk despite everyone hating on the shows. . . .
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