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For my parents, who do not scoff at dreams.
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1


It was on a lovely autumn afternoon that Riley Singh’s life was ruined by a psycho sorcerer from an alternate reality. And if he was being totally honest with himself, Riley was pretty sure that the whole rotten affair was entirely his own fault.

Exactly one hour before Doomface the Necromancer tore Riley’s soul from his flesh, Riley sat at his homeroom desk having something of an emotional meltdown. He’d just been handed his very first report card of the seventh grade. And boy, was it bad.


History: C. English: C+. Science: D. Art: B-. Technology: A-. Pre-algebra: F.


Riley shuddered, closed the report card, and pushed it as far away from himself as he could possibly manage. For the first of many times in what would prove to be an exceptionally awful day, Riley realized he was in trouble. His parents knew today was report card day, because of course they did. This was the big one, after all. The one they’d been waiting for.
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The Report Card of Destiny.


Pre-algebra: F.


A long, queasy groan slipped out of Riley’s throat as if he were a slowly deflating balloon.

He’d known this was coming, of course. Bad grades didn’t just happen out of nowhere, like car accidents—they were slow-motion catastrophes, like rising sea levels. For three months, Riley had watched quiz after test come back slathered in red ink and marked with all sorts of ominous notes from his teachers. See me, they wrote, and Not meeting expectations—let’s discuss, and QUITE bad. Riley had watched this train of ill omen barrel toward him all trimester, but he’d felt as if he were glued to the tracks, unable to do anything but eat his breakfast cereal with a little extra dread each morning as the lights drew closer and closer.

Well, now the train was here. And it was an evil train, with spears poking out of it and flame belching out the top. Riley could no longer afford to sit back and do nothing. No, the time had come to do something that was equal parts brilliant, desperate, and maybe the teensiest bit unethical.

Riley glanced up, then cursed under his breath as he slid several inches into his seat. Mr. Johnson, his homeroom teacher, was stalking over toward him and fiddling excitedly with his bow tie. Riley wasn’t in the mood to spar with the bitter old history teacher today—not least of all when the man reeked of microwaved fish.

“So, Riley,” simpered Mr. Johnson. “How’d your class comedy pay off this trimester? Get any As for your stand-up routines? Any gold stars for being a loudmouth?”

The old man snickered and snorted as if he’d said something outrageously clever. Riley’s eye twitched. He knew he shouldn’t take the bait…but if he did, well, wasn’t it Mr. Johnson’s fault for throwing the line?

“Actually,” said Riley heavily, “things aren’t looking so good from where I’m sitting.”

Mr. Johnson leaned in eagerly.

“That bad, huh?”

“Pretty bad. The thing is—” Riley drew a deep breath. “The thing is, Mr. Johnson, you’ve got parsley stuck, just, all over your teeth.”

The kids nearest to Riley who had been eavesdropping on the conversation tried and failed to stifle their laughter. Mr. Johnson—his mouth now sealed shut—looked murderous. Luckily, the dismissal bell rang at that exact moment. Before Mr. Johnson could think of a response, Riley had slipped from his seat like a wet noodle and bolted for the school technology lab.



✧ ✧ ✧


Since the start of the trimester, technology class had been the one saving grace on Riley’s schedule. He loved using computers. And if he could pull an A-minus for editing illustrations of dragons into famous paintings, then that was all the better.

It was 3:17 in the afternoon, and the hallways surged with students making a break for the school exits. Good. The busier it was, thought Riley, the better the chance he’d go unnoticed. He looked cautiously down the hallways for any sign of either Ms. Darby (the tech teacher) or Magnus Belfry (the absolute worst kid ever born). Thankfully, neither was present. So he snuck into the empty lab, plopped in front of a computer, and set to work.

A few taps. A well-placed click and drag. Match the fonts, and bingo-bango. He reemerged fifteen minutes later into the now-empty hallways, surveying the brand-new report card in his hands with an appraiser’s eye.


History: A+. English: A-. Science: A-. Art: A+. Technology: A-. Pre-algebra: A-.


Fresh from the printer, the forged report card was a dead ringer for the original. He’d even managed to find the right shade of pink paper in the materials closet to print it out on.

Sure, he hadn’t actually changed his grades, like, for real. He ought to have taken the computer science elective if he’d wanted to hack into the school database, or whatever. He’d only used the photo-editing app to build a sparkly new report card to fool his parents. It was a ruse, a decoy meant to be just enough to buy him some more time to figure out how middle school worked.

The problem was that this wasn’t his first bad report card: it was his fourth. Since the start of the sixth grade, when Riley had moved from the elementary to the middle school side of Madison Magnet School, his grades had been in free fall. At first, both he and his parents had thought it was a fluke. His grades in elementary school, after all, had been superb. The front of the Singhs’ refrigerator was practically wallpapered in report cards brimming with neat As and A-minuses, so that anyone who wanted a Coke was forced to reckon with Riley’s excellence. But as sixth grade progressed and his grades went from bad to worse, his parents’ disbelief had steadily mutated into outrage. He’d been grounded for the entire summer, and warned of the consequences should he not have turned over a new leaf by seventh grade.

But the Report Card of Destiny would be the final nail in his camel, or whatever the expression was, because if Riley didn’t turn the camel around (or something) by the end of his first trimester, well…well, that was it for him.

No more Madison Magnet School. No more childhood best friends.

No, Riley would be shipped off to boarding school.

In India.

Which would be terrible for him.

As Riley lurked outside Ms. Darby’s classroom now, inspecting his decoy report card for any obvious signs of forgery, an entirely new tickle of dread tap-danced through his innards.

“Clearly, Mr. and Mrs. Singh,” his third-grade teacher had once said, her lips pulled into a tight, false smile, “Riley has a lot of potential. But it’s just as obvious that he wishes he didn’t.”

“Clearly, Ms. Sully has a lot of sweat glands, and I REALLY wish she didn’t,” third-grade Riley had whispered loudly to his dad, earning him one of the longer groundings he had ever endured.

Back in the present, Riley blanched. Third grade seemed so easy, in hindsight. His math tests had illustrations of dancing giraffes on them, for crying out loud. Thirty percent of his grade had come down to how many different colors of clay he’d used for his end-of-year science diorama!

Unfortunately, middle school had proved immune to the one thing Riley had in his academic arsenal: cunning. Since the start of the sixth grade, he’d been waiting for that innate cleverness and advanced reading level to kick into overdrive; to look down at his homework, crack his knuckles, and think Piece of cake as his pencil danced across paper. Instead, the hieroglyphs of pre-algebra just sneered up at him from his textbooks. With a scowl, he’d snap the book shut, pull out his phone to numb out on funny videos, and resolve to try again later.

Later, however, never seemed to come.

He grimaced down at his forged report card. “Next trimester,” he said firmly. “Next trimester you’ll buckle down. You’ll take every extra-credit project you can find. You’ll study hard and get good grades.” He paused thoughtfully. “Maybe you’ll get off your phone a little more often? Yeah, let’s say you’ll do that. You’ll—”

BzzZzZT!

Riley pulled his chattering, vibrating phone from his pocket.



Georgie Chen: Where the whack r u? We playing or wat?




“Oh, butts,” breathed Riley.

He should’ve been at the library seventeen minutes ago. He was late—late for the moment he and his friends had been planning for for over two months.

His eyes slid down to his new report card, then back to the text from Georgie, and the apprehension in the pit of his stomach gave another awful twist. Mr. Medina had offered a five percent bonus on their grades if they completed an extra-credit ecology journal. And then there was that test in pre-algebra next Tuesday—a test he had not even begun to study for. Shouldn’t he…?

He shook his head. It was Friday afternoon. What was he supposed to do—practice calculating the circumference of the bean burrito in his backpack? He could always start studying tomorrow. Or, well—Saturday nights were sleepover nights at Simon’s. There was always Sunday. Or, you know, next Monday night…

One of these days, thought Riley confidently. One of these days, he’d get around to it. Today, though, Riley had an appointment with adventure.

Whistling, he made his way to the Madison Magnet School library, and the Report Card of Destiny was wiped clean from his mind. After all, he was off to play the greatest game ever made.

What Riley didn’t know, of course, was that every step he took toward the library was one more step toward his own demise. Riley didn’t yet know that he was about to be ripped through space and time to a distant realm full of mortal peril. He didn’t know that he would be forced to deal with demons, or battle the undead for his very survival. In short, he didn’t know that in precisely seventy-one minutes, Doomface the Psycho Necromancer would shatter the walls of reality to ensnare Riley and his friends in a deadly game.

A game of wits and daggers.

A game of swords and sorcery.

A game called Dungeon Brawl.
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