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The Glitch Runner

Eli sat cross-legged on the floor, controller in hand, his eyes locked on the TV screen. The new game, Eclipse Realms, was supposed to be the most immersive adventure ever made. The ad promised “You won’t want to leave.” Eli laughed when he saw it. Now, an hour in, he wasn’t laughing anymore.

Because when the screen glitched—colors fracturing, the music stretching into a low, broken hum—Eli blinked and found himself standing on pixelated grass, wind tugging at his shirt. The controller was gone. His hands were his own again.

“This... isn’t real,” he muttered. But the dirt path beneath his sneakers felt gritty. The air smelled of pine. He slapped his arm—too sharp, too real to be a dream.

A glowing prompt floated above his head:

QUEST: Find the Heartstone. Fail, and remain here forever.

Eli’s chest tightened. Forever? He tried shouting, “Exit! Quit game!” Nothing happened. He opened a pause menu with his thoughts, but it only flickered, then vanished.

A rustle came from the trees. From the shadows stepped a wolf, its eyes flickering with blue code, its fangs glitching in and out like static. Eli stumbled back. He had no sword, no health bar. Panic surged—until he noticed a stick on the ground. He grabbed it.

The wolf lunged. Instinct overrode fear. Eli swung. Sparks of code flew, the beast dissolving into glowing cubes. His stick sizzled away in his hands.

“Nice hit,” said a voice. A girl stepped from the shadows. She looked his age, but her skin flickered like bad graphics. “You’re new, huh? Stuck, just like me.”

Eli’s throat went dry. “How long have you—?”

“Two months,” she said flatly. “Name’s Mara. If we don’t beat the game, we don’t get out. And trust me—no one’s beaten it yet.”

Eli’s pulse thudded in his ears. He thought about his mom calling him for dinner, about his bed waiting upstairs, about the real world slipping further away.

But when he looked at Mara’s tired eyes, he knew one thing: if he wanted to see home again, he couldn’t play the game anymore. He had to win it.

Together, they turned toward the dark mountains where the Heartstone waited. The quest had begun.

The Glitch Runner – Chapter Two: The First Checkpoint

The mountains loomed like jagged teeth on the horizon, half-shrouded in storm clouds that didn’t move naturally, but looped, as if someone had pressed repeat on the sky.

Eli followed Mara along the dirt path, trying not to stumble on loose stones. Every so often, the world around them flickered—trees bending unnaturally, ground textures rippling like water. The glitches made his stomach knot.

“So,” Eli finally said, “how do you know we have to find the Heartstone? I mean, maybe there’s another way out.”

Mara shook her head. “I’ve tried everything. Jumping off cliffs, yelling ‘quit game,’ even waiting until I starved. The system resets me every time.”

Eli swallowed hard. “Resets?”

“Yeah. Like respawning.” Her voice was bitter. “But you don’t lose memories. You just keep... living it. Over and over.”

Eli didn’t answer. He couldn’t stop imagining his mom walking into his room, calling his name—and finding him unresponsive.
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