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            PREPARE FOR THE ORB
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         They sure are. They’re giving the Knights of Neverleaf a run for their money. Competition in the Almost There League is very fierce this season… The voices of the NDL commentators, Jenna the giant and Dirk the orc, could be heard from outside his grandad’s door as Kit Kitson walked up the path. Grandad Klot always had the crystal screen on very loud so he could hear it over his soup bubbling.

         Kit didn’t bother to knock. He just opened the door, stepped inside and was met with a big surprise.

         There, standing next to his grandad’s crusty armchair, was an elf dressed in 3 shining plate armour, with a mane of lilac hair. Her eyes were gleaming purple and there was a scar on her cheek in the shape of a cross. She was a sword elf – the fiercest warriors of all the elf tribes – and Kit recognised her straight away.
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         “S-S-Sylvar Blade!” Kit stammered. “Three-time winner of the Most Valued Player cup! Owner of the Vorpal Sword! You’re in the Hall of Fame!” 4

         “Ah,” said the elf. “You must be Kit. Your grandad sent for me.”

         “H-he did?”

         “Yes,” said Klot, shouting over the crystal. “Thought she could teach you a thing or two. Like how to use that new feathery blade of yours. Might stop you getting flattened on your next dungeon run. Where are you off to, by the way?”

         “The Orb,” Kit said.

         “The Blorb?” Klot leaned closer as the crystal blared out, cupping a hand around one of his large ears. “Never heard of that one. Thank Zerb, though. I thought you said the Orb for a minute.”

         “I did, Grandad,” said Kit, raising his 5 voice. “I DID SAY THE ORB.”

         “Oh dear,” said Klot, pulling a face.
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         “Why? Is it bad?” Kit’s grandfather had been a famous mage in his day, a great Dungeon Runner who had won loads of trophies. “Have you been there?” 6

         “Yes.” Klot nodded. “Many times. Nasty one, that is. All underwater and full of sea monsters. Kraken, octowolves, flame eels, seaweed golems … and the bosses are always a nightmare.”

         “Which ones do they have?” Kit asked.

         “Depends,” said Klot. “Might be a dragon snapper. Sometimes it’s a giant blobfish. If you’re really unlucky, it’ll be the Narghoul.”

         “Narghoul?”

         “Great big undead thing.” Klot waved his arms in the air. “Horn on its head. Huge sword. Terrifying.”

         Kit gulped.

         “Anyway,” Klot said. “Head out the 7 back and Sylv will teach you a trick or two.”

         “Th-thank you,” Kit stammered.

         “You won’t be thanking me in a bit,” his grandad chuckled.

         
             

         

         A few hours later, Kit was sitting in THE AXE AND SPOON: a café in Grotville where Dungeon Runners liked to hang out when they weren’t adventuring. There wasn’t a single part of his body that didn’t hurt. He had more bruises than a barrel of smashed apples.
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         8 Sylvar Blade had kept him practising until he could barely stand and he still hadn’t managed to hit her. Not once.

         And – worse than that – Kit was going back for more lessons tomorrow, the day before he and his team, Triple Trouble, left for the Orb.
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         Across the table from him was Sandy, the mage from their team. She was feeding Mister Pinchy (her pet crab) crumbs of cake and looking a bit worried.

         “Are you sure you don’t need to 9see a doctor?” Sandy asked for the seventh time.

         “I’m fine,” Kit tried to say, but he was having trouble speaking as his jaw, nose, cheeks and forehead were all covered in egg-sized bumps.

         “You don’t look it,” said Sandy, shaking her head. “Oh, here’s Thorn. He might be able to help you.”

         
            [image: ]

         

         Kit squinted through his swollen eyes to see Thorn, their team’s healer – who was also a vampire – walk into the café. Luckily, he had his medicine bag over his shoulder.10

         “What happened to you?” Thorn said as soon as he noticed Kit.

         As Kit explained, Thorn rummaged through his bag, pulling out a glass pot of bright green paste.

         “I’ve been experimenting with some new plants,” he said. “This is a lotion of ghostbane and angel leaf. It should heal just about anything.”
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         As Kit grumbled, Thorn smeared some of the green stuff all over his bruised face. He felt the pain begin to vanish right away.

         “That’s better,” he said, sighing. “Thanks, Thorn.” 11

         “There may be … um … one or two side effects I need to fix,” said Thorn. He quickly put the pot away and moved to the other side of the table.

         “Kit…” Sandy started to laugh. “You’ve turned orange!”

         Kit picked up a spoon and looked at his reflection. The bumps had all gone, but his skin was the same colour as a satsuma. He gave Thorn an angry look. “What have you done to me?”
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         12 “It’ll wear off,” said Thorn. “I think. I’m still working on the recipe.”

         “Well,” said Sandy. “You’d better hurry up. We’re off to the Orb very soon.”

         Kit sipped his milkshake. “Do we feel ready? It’s our second ever professional dungeon,” he said. “I’ve been training with my grandad – and Sylvar Blade, the famous Dungeon Runner, in case I hadn’t mentioned it – Thorn’s been improving his healing potions … Sandy, what have you been doing to prepare?”

         Sandy bounced up and down on her chair, excited. “I’ve been to see my auntie – she’s a sea hag, remember? I thought, seeing as we’re going to 13an underwater dungeon, she could teach me some ocean spells.”

         “And has she?”

         “Yes!” Sandy beamed. “I’ve learned underwater breathing. I had a go at some of the ripper-summoning ones, but they were a bit tricky.”
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         14 Kit breathed a sigh of relief. Sandy’s summoning spells hadn’t gone so well in the last dungeon when she had accidentally called forth an evil imp called Heximus.

         “Did you get any other tips from your grandad?” Thorn asked.

         “Well,” said Kit. “He said that the Orb has lots of deadly fish monsters and scary bosses. There’s one called the Narghoul which sounded really bad.”

         “I’m sure we won’t get that,” said Sandy. She always saw the bright side of everything. A skill that Kit wished he had.

         “I’m sure we will,” he muttered.

         “Instead of worrying about 15narghouls,” said Thorn, “perhaps you should concentrate on ducking the next time Sylvar Blade tries to hit you.”

         “Ducking is my special move,” said Kit, as he finished his shake. “Or it will be by the end of tomorrow.”
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         He rubbed one of the bumps on his arm and winced.16
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         The next day went by in a bruised blur. Kit had been clonked on the head so much, he felt more like a drum kit than a Dungeon Runner.

         Finally, as he’d picked himself up off the floor for the last time, Sylvar Blade had said: “Well, that’s as much as I can do for now. Don’t forget to show that Featherblade who’s boss! 18 I suppose you’ve improved a bit. I’ll see you for more training after the Orb. If you survive, that is.”
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         It hadn’t exactly filled Kit with confidence.

         Now he stood at the dragonport, waiting to board the dragon that would fly them south, to the town of Saltport on the coast. 19

         “I can’t wait to try out my underwater breathing spell,” Sandy said as they waved goodbye to their parents. “And shall we put our tabards on, like last time?”

         “Don’t worry,” said Thorn. “I know nobody likes them.”

         “That’s not true! We love them, don’t we, Kit?”

         “Yes,” Kit lied. “Let’s put them on. I guess.” He loathed the bright purple uniforms that Thorn had knitted, but he still felt guilty for being rude about them when they’d lost the last dungeon. It was worth looking silly, he’d discovered, to see the pride on Thorn’s face when they had all pulled them over their heads. 20

         “Oh look, it’s you again,” a deep voice boomed from somewhere above them.

         Looking up, Kit saw the same frost dragon they had flown on before, its long neck craned over, watching its passengers climb aboard the cabin it wore like a backpack. “Purple Peril, wasn’t it? The Dungeon Runners?”

         “Triple Trouble,” Kit corrected it. “I didn’t know you flew to the Orb as well.”

         “Yes, every now and then,” said the dragon. “I quite like a bit of seafood.” It spotted Mister Pinchy, nestled in Sandy’s arms. “I’ve never tried crab, though. What does it taste like?”21
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         “He’s not for eating!” Sandy shrieked, a look of horror on her face. And she quickly scuttled up the stairs and into her seat before the dragon could say anything else.

         “He’d probably be a bit crunchy,” Kit said.

         “Probably,” said the dragon, looking at Mister Pinchy and licking its lips. Kit and Thorn hurried after Sandy.

         
             

         

         As they were sitting down, Kit spotted Breg, his old enemy, already seated. He was dressed in robes, as he had become the healer for one of the other teams – the Trogton Terrors. Judging by the sour look on Breg’s face, he still wasn’t happy about it.23 He clearly wanted to be the fighter instead.

         He caught Kit’s eye as Triple Trouble walked past and burst out laughing.

         “Why are you orange?” he said. “You look like a tambourine.”

         “That’s tangerine, blob-brain,” said Kit. But he was blushing underneath the orange.
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         Kit had used so much of Thorn’s ointment, that it had stained his skin a very bright shade. He whispered in Thorn’s ear. “I don’t suppose you’ve fixed your healing lotion yet, have you? I look like a walking carrot.”

         “I’m working on it,” Thorn whispered back.

         Kit sighed. At least he was getting used to flying by dragon. This time, when the giant beast began to flap its way into the sky, Kit was only mildly terrified. And soon, as the rhythm of the wings became slow and steady, he actually felt himself relaxing.

         He gazed out of the window, as they flew over the rooftops of Grotville and then Trogton. The Orb was deep under 25the Secret Sea, on the southern coast of Zerb. They would be staying in Saltport before being ferried out to sea the next morning.

         “I’m excited to see the Spellsands, aren’t you?” Sandy leaned over him to look out of the window as well.
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         26 “Very,” said Kit. The Spellsands were a wide area of wasteland, filled with mists and storms that were thick with magic energy. Brave explorers went out there, in search of strange, powerful treasure – many of them never came back. Before he’d discovered Dungeon Running, Kit had wanted to be a Spellsands adventurer when he grew up.

         “We’ll be flying over the Rend as well,” said Thorn. He was reading a book of knitting patterns, as if he’d travelled this way dozens of times and it was nothing special.

         “You’re very old, aren’t you?” said Kit. “Do you remember when the Rend was made?” 27

         Thorn laughed. “I’m not that old! The Rend happened over a thousand years ago. I’m only two hundred and seventy-three.”
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         “But I bet you know a lot about it,” said Kit. Thorn seemed to know a lot about everything.

         “A bit,” said Thorn. “I know that before it happened the Spellsands were one of the most beautiful places on Zerb. The elves lived there, and they built wonderful houses and palaces and temples.

         “But then, one day, there was an 28 explosion of energy from beneath the ground. Pure magic, tearing the land in two. It began to poison and change everything, so the elves left, fleeing to the other side of Zerb, where they built the elf cities like Goldspire.”

         “What caused it?” Kit asked. “What made the Rend happen?”

         “Nobody knows,” said Thorn. “But waves of pure magic have been pouring out of it ever since. All the creatures in the lands around it have been twisted into strange new shapes. That’s where the unthread come from. And the zoans, the hedgepigs, the troggles … even the spidlings.”

         At the mention of spidlings, Thorn’s 29 tummy gave a little rumble.

         “And of course,” Thorn continued, “that’s where Noctis came from, too.”
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