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         4Kit woke with a jump, almost falling out of bed. There, standing over him, was his Dungeon Running teammate Sandy. Her pet crab, Mister Pinchy, was perched on her shoulder. She was poking Kit with the end of her magical staff and shouting.

         “Wake up! It’s almost time for the Dungeon Run!”

         “All right, all right.” Kit rubbed his eyes and looked around. It was just a dream, he realised. I’m in the hotel on Vostovia, Island of the Vampires.

         “Where’s Thorn?” Sandy asked.

         Kit shrugged. “He doesn’t normally need a lot of sleep. Maybe he’s gone exploring or to meet some old friends?”

         But as Kit climbed out of bed, he 5heard a muffled wailing coming from the wardrobe. Following Sandy, he went over and they opened it.
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         Inside, the healer of their team, Thorn, was curled up. He looked even paler than usual and his spiked hair was a mess.

         “Thorn!” Sandy crouched down. “What’s the matter? Why are you hiding? Aren’t you pleased to be back in Vostovia?”

         6“N-no!” Thorn’s lips trembled as he spoke. “The other vampires won’t be happy when they find out I’ve turned vegan. I don’t think I can go out there.”

         “What will they do to you if they find out you’ve stopped drinking blood?” Kit asked.

         Thorn shuddered. “They could lock me in one of their underground dungeons,” he said. “Or send me north to Deadfrost Island to starve. Or –” he paused to gulp – “they could unmake me.”

         Kit blinked. “That sounds scary. Does it mean they turn you back into what you were before you became a vampire?”

         7Thorn nodded. “But I’d still be two hundred and seventy-three years old,” he said. “I’d just crumble into dust and bone.”

         “Relax,” said Kit. “They won’t find out. We can put some fake blood around your mouth or something.”

         “Fake blood?” Thorn blinked. “Where are we going to get that?”

         Sandy clicked her fingers. “I know! What about tomato juice?”

         Thorn was about to tell her what a terrible idea that was when they were interrupted by the hotel room door opening. In walked Samari, the book elf, and Dawn, the advertising manager from the National Dungeon League.

         8“Good morning,” said Dawn, beaming with her sparkly teeth. She was a sun elf and completely dazzling. “Are we all ready for the Dungeon Run?”

         “Um, kind of,” said Kit, who was still in his pyjamas.

         “Don’t worry about not being dressed,” said Dawn. “I actually have some bad news about your sponsor.”

         “Gilda?” Sandy looked worried. “Has something happened?”

         “The trolls she was using as a source of glue suddenly discovered vitamin C tablets. Their colds cleared up, and so did their noses. Gilda has gone out of business.”

         “BOOGER-TITE™ is finished?” Kit 9said. He didn’t know whether to be pleased or not. It meant no more horrible green uniforms, but also no sponsor.

         “I’m afraid so,” said Dawn. “But I have found you a new partner.” She brought out an elegant bottle of pink glass, and squirted a mist of droplets from it. Kit breathed in…
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         10…and smelled the stench of sweaty socks, boiled for three months in a bath of wet orc hair.

         “That’s … disgusting!” he gasped, while the others held their noses.

         “It’s called Burp,” said Dawn. “It’s a perfume for orcs. I’ve got your new uniforms here. I’m certain you’ll look wonderful.”

         Kit wasn’t so sure about that, but it had to be better than the snot green they usually wore.

         “There’s a shield as well,” said Dawn.

         Kit pulled a round shield from the sack. It had Burp for Orcs™ painted on the front but there was also a label attached.11

         “Shield of Leaping,” Kit read. “Allows the user to jump three times the normal height. That should be great for my new special move!”
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         “Is that the one Sylvar Blade has been teaching you?” Sandy asked. “The Flopping Badger, isn’t it?”

         “No! It’s called The Swooping Death-Hawk.” Kit huffed. “Although it’s not quite ready yet.” He didn’t mention that every time he tried it, he ended up falling on his head.

         “Excellent,” said Dawn, flashing 12her smile again. “See you out on the square in ten minutes, then!”

         “Just before you go…” Kit cast a worried look at Thorn, who was still curled in a ball. “I don’t suppose you know where we can find a glass of fresh tomato juice?”
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         Ten minutes later, and Triple Trouble were standing on the cobbled square of Bludwic, the biggest town on the island of Vostovia. It was ringed with tall brick houses with pointy roofs and lots of spiky turrets. Snow-capped mountains loomed in the distance, their sides covered with forests of pine trees. Clouds blocked 14the sun and wisps of chilly mist floated everywhere, drifting in sheets along the ground.

         All of the usual Dungeon Running folk were there: Jenna and Dirk, the commentators, the NDL staff, the eyebat handlers, the other teams of the Bottom Feeder League, and thronged around them were crowds of cheering vampires.
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         15Kit waved as Triple Trouble took their place. He spotted the Trogton Terrors across the square – his arch-enemy, Breg, was being shouted at by Bruta, the team’s fighter – and next to them, Doctor Kronkenstein from the Gravediggers was crying over a pile of broken body parts.

         “What’s wrong with the doctor?” Kit asked.

         16“He doesn’t look very happy,” Sandy agreed. Kit was about to see if they could help, when he spotted two familiar faces in the crowd. It was his grandfather, Klot, and his personal trainer, Sylvar Blade.

         “Hello, my boy,” said Klot as Sylvar wheeled his chair over.

         “Thanks for coming, Grandad,” said Kit. “I’m really pleased you’re here.”

         “Have to see if all those weeks of training have paid off,” said Sylvar, smiling.

         Kit smiled back, rubbing at the bruises on his arms. There had been lots of training since the last dungeon.

         “And I wanted to give you this,” said 17Klot. He handed Kit a flask of shining liquid. “It’s silverwater. Best defence against vampires. I kept some back in case I ever had a run-in with the pointy-toothed monsters again. No offence, Thorn.”
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         18“None t-taken,” said Thorn. He was still looking very nervous, even with a bright-red ring of tomato juice around his mouth.

         “Best of luck,” said Klot, waving as Sylvar wheeled him away. “Try and survive, won’t you?”

         Kit was in the middle of rolling his eyes when a fanfare blared out across the square. The crowd went silent as someone important arrived.

         “Oh, garlic mushrooms!” Thorn cursed. “It’s her!”

         “Who?” Kit whispered, and was answered by a herald shouting the newcomer’s name.

         “People of Vostovia – I present your ruler, Countess Eliza Von Darkblood!”19
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         Kit gasped in awe as a tall, hovering figure floated on to the square, her feet half a metre off the floor. She wore a gown of deepest crimson, embroidered with silver swirls. A hooded cloak of crushed velvet hung from her shoulders. It trailed behind her, dripping with diamonds.

         20Every eye stared as she pulled back her hood, revealing white hair, piled high on her head in a complicated twine of plaits and hairpins. Her ears were pointed, her skin as pale as carved marble and her eyes – they were as red as a splash of fresh blood.

         “Dungeon Runners!” She spoke with a strong Vostovian accent. “I have come to welcome you to Vostovia. It is our pleasure to have you here. We vampires love the dungeon shows so much.”

         The crowd erupted in a cheer and the countess waved. She turned to leave but then spotted Triple Trouble among the gathered teams.

         21“Bless my fangs! Is that you, Thorny?” She floated over, coming to a halt just in front of Thorn. “It is so nice to see you… Wait! Is that tomato juice around your mouth?”

         “Is it?” Thorn pretended to look surprised, but his bad acting wasn’t fooling anyone. “Are you sure it isn’t blood?”

         “It smells very much like tomatoes” said the countess, her eyes narrowed.

         “Oh, don’t you remember, Thorn?” Kit interrupted, before Thorn could say anything else. “That’s from breakfast. You thought my glass of tomato juice was fresh elf blood. You took a gulp and then spat it everywhere!”

         22“That’s right! I did!” Thorn looked relieved. “Hahaha!” He finished with a nervous laugh that trailed off into silence.
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         23“Hmm.” The countess stared at Thorn a bit longer. “I thought for a moment that you might be one of those vampires that has started eating vegetables.”

         “Me? Never!” Thorn scrubbed the tomato juice from his face with his sleeve. “Blood only for this vampire. The fresher the better!”

         “Hmm,” said the countess again. Then she floated off to visit the other teams.

         “That was too close,” said Thorn, after she had gone. “I told you tomatoes wouldn’t work.”

         “Well, she didn’t unmake you,” Kit replied. He watched warily as the countess chatted to the Zoans in 24their robotic suits; his friends the Yarn Stormers, and finally the sneaky Roost Raiders.

         “Do you think they’ll try and cheat again?” Sandy asked, staring over at the birdkin team as well.

         “Definitely,” said Kit. “And this time I’ll catch them for sure.”

         He was just wondering how he could when Jenna the giant cleared her throat. It sounded like a small mountain avalanche.
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         25Dirk hurried to stand next to Jenna’s foot as a mage with a crystal-tipped staff stood in front of them, directing the eyebats and checking what they were filming on a small crystal screen. He waved a hand for everyone to be quiet and then began to count down. “We’re going live to Zerb in five seconds,” he said. “Four, three, two, one…”
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         Shocked gasps rang out around the square and Kit looked at his teammates with wide eyes.27

         This could be it, Kit thought. If we don’t finish in the top two, our Dungeon Running careers will be over before they’ve even started.
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         “My poor babies!” Doctor Kronkenstein wailed.
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         “What? That’s not fair!” Kit looked across the square and spotted three cages, covered by thick blankets. The sound of growling and snarling came from inside.

         “Don’t worry,” said Thorn. “I know a shortcut. Just follow me and do as I say.”

         “I hope it’s a very shortcut,” said Kit. 29“Sandy and I only have tiny legs. We can’t outrun a wolf.”
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         As the crowd began to cheer, the village gates were cranked open, revealing the snow-covered hills that led up to the mountain. They were thick with pine trees and looked very difficult to run through. Wooden signs with painted arrows on had been hammered into the frozen earth. It looked like there were three paths to choose from.30

         “Ignore those,” Thorn whispered to Kit and Sandy. “When we start to run, head left and keep as close to the village wall as possible.”

         Kit swallowed hard. It was a long time since Thorn had lived in this village. The paths he knew could easily have changed. But then, he trusted his friend with his life. Kit would have to do what Thorn said and hope for the best.
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         31All five teams burst out of Bludwic’s gate, sprinting as fast as they could. They dashed across the icy cobbles and hit the hillside, kicking up great clouds of snow as they stormed up it.
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         “This way!” Thorn called, leading Kit and Sandy away from the hill and along the outside curve of Bludwic’s wall.

         32Looking over his shoulder, Kit saw the Yarn Stormers and the Trogton Terrors pounding up the hill, each following one of the arrow signs. The poor Medusas were struggling to move through the snow, their metal joints getting clogged and jammed by the cold. If they didn’t hurry up, the werewolves would be on them.

         Squinting past them, Kit could just about see the Roost Raiders. Following their leader, Rook Blackheart, they had gone a completely different direction from the signs, heading deeper into the pine forest.

         I bet they’ve been given a shortcut too, Kit thought. Probably by whoever is helping them. But there was no time 33to worry about the cheating Raiders.

         Thorn had galloped halfway along the length of the wall now, right up to a frozen stream. He turned right, beckoning the others to hurry up and follow.

         Kit huffed and puffed and ran as fast as he could. His new leather armour was still a bit stiff, and he was getting very hot. But his speed increased when he heard the clang of the werewolf cages opening and the crowd whooping and cheering.
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         34“Oh, bobbins,” said Kit as he clambered up the icy stream bed. Looking back, he saw the Medusas frozen solid in the snow. The furry shapes of six creatures jumped upon them and started gnawing at their robot arms. As big as troggles, the werewolves were covered in shaggy grey hair and had mouths full of sharp teeth.35
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         Kit kept casting nervous glances over at the pack of wolf things. They soon grew bored of chomping on the steel frames of the Zoans’ machines and turned to follow the scents of the other, meatier contestants.

         Five wolves dashed off up the hill, but one hung back. Its snout snuffled in the direction Triple Trouble had 37taken, and Kit saw it start to bound along the village wall, coming right after them.

         “There’s a werewolf after us!” he shouted. Thorn was about ten metres ahead of him. Sandy was struggling, slipping and stumbling on ice, and Kit wasn’t doing much better.

         “We’re almost there,” Thorn called back. “Just a bit further!”

         Kit saw the werewolf reach the bottom of the frozen stream. It sniffed the ground, then started scrabbling up after them.

         “We’re not going to make it!” Kit shouted to Thorn.

         Sandy looked back and saw the wolf’s long fangs. “Can’t we throw 38it off our scent?” She fumbled in her pocket for her magic dice.
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