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FUTURE TECH AND


OTHER COOL STUFF







BATCAN: A robotics factory specialising in hybrid robots. Founded by Lang Liu. Headquarters – Kowloon.


FASTPAD: A flexible, tough, wafer-thin tablet computer, which can be rolled up. Invented by UK-based technology company Fenomenell.


GROOVERIDER: A low-slung, hydrogen-powered sports car with a distinctive grooved bonnet. Designed and manufactured by Choprider, Shanghai.


NEWSAMP: A 24/7 news service delivering ranked, hottest news stories.


OCTOZEB GOGGLES: Diamond-def, virtual-reality goggles designed and made by SPIN, Hong Kong.


OVERRIDER: A super-sized, six-wheeled all-terrain truck. Originally developed for the Chinese army by Choprider, Shanghai.


PHEROWIFF: A type of robot sensor that can detect pheromones.


POPKO JUICE: A range of juice smoothies served in striped layers containing a secret Popko ingredient.


ROCKETBOAT: A hydrogen-powered, cigar-shaped speedboat, capable of rapid acceleration and speeds of up to 300 kmph.


SLAMBURGER: The ultimate Yanbian beefburger created by top Hong Kong chef Shen Slam. Shen’s signature toppings are legendary, with Slamburger winning Best Hong Kong Burger (voted for by Big Dragon News) for the last five years.


SLIDER: A skateboard-shaped, electrically powered hover board with pop-up handlebars. The Slider was invented by Beijing Bikes’ top engineer, Liu Lee, using the same principles of motion as the classic hovercraft from the twentieth century. Sales of Sliders have outstripped bicycles by four hundred per cent over the last two years.


SMARTSHEET: Wafer-thin, everlasting digital paper.


SMART T–SHIRT: An e-textile T-shirt containing soft, flexible screens on the front and back for display of movie clips, photos or text.


SPIN: The world’s largest virtual-reality games company. Designers and builders of three bestselling games — “Empire of the Shadow”, “Want of Truth” and “Lavanter”. Founded by Max and Catherine Walker. Headquarters — Hong Kong.


URBRUN: A US sports company that makes running suits with neon-lit active seam technology to maintain optimum muscle performance.


V-STYLER: A hydrogen-powered, top of the range private jet, with speeds of up to 1,000 kmph


WARZWORLD: Virtual-reality games company with fully immersive war worlds ranging from Aztec kingdoms to Alien planets. Players must be certified 18 to play. Founded by Baroness Ivy Shiversand. Headquarters – London.


WRISTER: A wristband with embedded smart-payment technology used by market traders and taxi drivers.
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Chapter One


FLYING HIGH





The jet rocketed through the ink-black night on its way to San Francisco. Nat pressed her cheek up against the window. She couldn’t see a thing outside, but the smooth glass cooled her skin. She closed her eyes and for the hundredth time willed it to go faster. It was a V-Styler, the speediest private jet ever made. It was fully tricked out – VR bed seats, everlasting velvet carpets, a Stewbot butler. Despite the luxury, she would much rather be on the ocean on the Junko boat. Being in the sky in a jet like this only reminded her of how her parents had died, all those years ago.


“Are we nearly there yet?” she said.


Her dragon robot, Fizz, was resting against a purple velvet cushion on the seat next to her. He was deep in sleep, getting a full power recharge before they landed. He’d switched on his light-snore mode so that he sounded like a purring cat. The moment he heard her question, though, his eyes snapped open.


“Forty-eight minutes,” he reported.


“Rat’s tails! I bet that slimy Zixin is ahead of us now. For all we know he could already have the sword.”


Fizz ruffled his wings. The tiny emerald scales shimmered like leaves on a bright spring day. “He and his scheming snake, Vesperetta.” His long sigh was followed by a wisp of white smoke, which came curling out of his long, green snout. “Vesperetta…” he paused, shoulders slumping. “I was wrong to trust her.”


Nat couldn’t be bothered to reply. They’d talked about this a thousand times. She was stupid to have trusted Zixin when she had met him at school back in London. He was like a cunning fox. All that “I’m just a poor East End boy” had been a lie, and she’d believed it. He’d stolen the Mo Ye sword and disappeared off into the mist in his kayak. “Nice work, heiress. Here, let me help you with that,” he’d said, taking it from her. Ai yah! How stupid she’d been. She could kick herself for trusting him. And now he was after the Gan Jiang sword too. She had to beat him to San Francisco and find it before he could.


“Henry, go and get changed before we land,” said a voice from behind her.


Nat turned to see Aunt Vera leaning over her cousin, Henry. She’d changed into a scarlet and silver striped Shan-xi dress with matching stilettos. A whiff of her freshly sprayed Super Spice perfume wafted up the cabin. Nat wrinkled her nose. She’d rather stick her nose in a pair of old socks than inhale that oily stink.


“Ouch! Stop it!” shouted Henry.


Aunt Vera was trying to tug off his Octozeb goggles, but Henry kept batting her hands away. He’d been in virtual reality for the whole flight, along with his robot squirrel, NutNut. It was perched on the arm of his seat and had been wired in so long that its soft brown fur was all standing on end, making it look twice its normal size. Nat guessed Henry had probably got them into the Lavanter winter world, a new destination in the SPIN gaming universe. Once in there they’d never want to leave.


“Behave, Henry!” screeched Aunt Vera, wrenching the goggles off his head. “Or I’ll pack you off to reality camp!”


Henry scowled at her. His eyes were bloodshot and he’d got dark patches of goggle shadow around his eyes.


“Go, wash your face, brush your teeth, and put on the suit I’ve left for you in the bathroom.”


Henry didn’t move.


“NOW!” she screeched again, startling him like a deer.


He leapt out of his seat and ran for the bathroom at the back of the jet.


“Your guardian is on the rampage,” said Fizz.


“Excuse me!” said Aunt Vera, spinning round to where Nat was sitting.


“Wasn’t me,” said Nat, shrugging.


Aunt Vera pointed a long, freshly-painted nail at Fizz. “How rude.”


Fizz’s eyes flashed red. “I am not rude, it is a fact. You are on the rampage, but you must excuse me for the error I just made. I should have addressed you as temporary guardian.”


Aunt Vera snorted like a bull and came marching up the aisle, her bracelets jangling. Nat reached over and plucked Fizz out her reach. Things were bad enough as it was, she didn’t need more drama.


“Well, little dragon, I assure you that it is only a matter of time before it becomes a permanent arrangement.”


Fizz wriggled in Nat’s grasp, trying to free his wings, but she held firm. A long orange flame shot out of his snout. Aunt Vera leapt back.


“No flames on board, Fizz. You’ll set off the alarm!” said Nat.


Aunt Vera looked at Nat. If the Cementer face-smoother she used would allow her skin to move, she would have had frown lines across her forehead like a ploughed field.


“I will not allow you to step off the jet dressed like that!”


Nat flinched as a long scarlet-painted nail stabbed the air between them.


“Imagine if someone sees you and publishes a photo of you! You are the heiress to SPIN. When Henry comes out, go to the bathroom and have a wash. I’ll put one of my dresses in there for you.”


A flashback of the terrible days spent living under her aunt’s rule back in Hong Kong sparked fury in Nat. “Zoinks! I am not going to put on one of your un-ku, Shan-xi schmancy dresses again in a zillion years!”


Aunt Vera pursed her lips into a sort of thin smile. “As your guardian I demand that you do. If you defy me I shall forbid you to leave the hotel.”


She spun on her spiky heel and marched off up the aisle, snapping her fingers in the air. “Stewbot, come here at once and arrange my hair!”


The robot butler came whizzing out of the galley kitchen, its two wheels spinning silently along the velvet floor.


“If Stewbot has any sense, it’ll take its laser torch to that mushroom hairdo of hers,” said Nat, relaxing her grip on Fizz. “Is there a 3D printer onboard?”


Fizz flew over to where a polished wood desk unit was built into the cabin wall. He used a silver talon to activate the control panel on the top. “Affirmative,” he said.


“Ku. Have you still got the clothes designs that Wen sent before we left?”


He nodded his snout up and down. Nat hadn’t looked at what her best friend had sent her from Hong Kong, but they had to be better than whatever horror her aunt had in mind.
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Chapter Two


MAKEOVER





The bathroom door opened and Henry walked out dressed in a blue blazer and a white shirt with grey trousers. He might only be eleven but he looked like a mini-version of his dad. Nat had to bite her lip to stop herself from giggling.


“Hair,” said Aunt Vera, grabbing him by the sleeve as he walked by.


Henry’s hand shot up to try and smooth down the mass of red, bed-head hair that hadn’t been touched since he’d come on board.


“That won’t do at all. Sit down there!” She pointed to the seat across the aisle from her.


Henry frowned, sighed and followed her orders.


“Stewbot, go and cut Henry’s hair.”


“Yes, Mrs Walker,” the robot said, giving her hair one last blast of hairspray, before wheeling towards Henry.


“No way. I am not having my hair cut!” said Henry, getting up from his seat.


But before he could stand up, Stewbot’s white-gloved, metal hands shot out, pushed him back into his seat and strapped him in using the seat’s full harness. It whipped a SPIN logo napkin out of a pocket, whisked it around his neck, activated its “scissor-hands” setting, and set about chopping his hair.


Henry squirmed, trying to break free, but the harness had him pinned.


“Natalie!” called Aunt Vera.


“Pssst. Down here!”


Nat looked over to find Fizz underneath the desk using his talons to push out a shiny, grey box that was three times his size.


“This is it,” he whispered.


She stepped over and picked it up. It wasn’t small enough to get past her aunt unnoticed so she grabbed the cashmere blanket off the back of her seat and bundled it up. “Zoula!” she said.


Fizz flew up on to her shoulder. She rushed up the aisle, ignoring Aunt Vera’s glare, bypassing the Stewbot who was still at work on Henry’s hair, and locked herself in the bathroom. She put the loo lid down, unwrapped the printer and sat it on top.


“Print out everything that Wen sent, please.”


Fizz swooped down from her shoulder and hit the power button. “Connecting now,” he said.


The cartridges and spools inside whirred and ratcheted. Nat turned to the mirror over the washbasin. She looked pale, her chin was spotty, and the dark circles under her eyes made her look a hundred. The old purple kung fu jacket she was wearing was frayed at the cuffs. Behind her, on a hook, hung a red and yellow stripy Shan-xi suit. If she put that on she’d look like the mustard and ketchup topping on a hotdog.


“Fizz, I need you to help me.”


He hopped up on to the marble counter top, and perched on the edge of the washbasin.


“Your wish is my command, my lady,” he said, with a bow.


“Mum was from San Francisco. She always looked ku in all the old photos, so I want to look good too. Make me look like Natalie Walker, daughter of Catherine Walker.”


“I’ve never done a makeover before.”


Nat crouched down so that they were eye-to eye. “Now’s your chance to show me who you think I really am.”


Fizz cocked his head on one side and blew out a thin trail of white smoke. “I must not disappoint you.”


Nat laughed and pointed at Aunt Vera’s dress. “Anything you do has to be better than that!”


Fizz turned, clacked across the marble on his talons, opened the mirrored vanity cupboard and climbed inside. She watched the tip of his scaly tail flick from side to side as he rooted through its contents.


The printer pinged. A dark blue collar began to appear in the output tray.


“Miss Walker, please take your seat for landing,” announced the Stewbot, tapping on the door.


She glanced at the Shan-xi dress. No way.


“Highest chance of success if you sit down,” said Fizz, reappearing with bottles, brushes and tubes.


“You’ll have to be quick, we’re landing soon,” she said, kneeling down on the tiled floor.


“Please close your eyes and I shall begin my work.”


She did as she was told. Whatever he did, it couldn’t make her look worse than she did now. She could feel first cold, then warm brush strokes across her face and neck.


“Miss Walker, I must insist that you return to your seat immediately!” announced the Stewbot, rapping hard on the door.


“Hurry!” she whispered.


“Nearly complete. Don’t open your eyes until I am done.”


She could feel his talons moving through her hair. “What are you doing?”


“Working my way through a Crowflick hair tutorial at ten times normal speed.”


The printer pinged again.


“I will need to use my authority to open the door and escort you back to the safety of your seat, Miss Walker,” said the Stewbot.


She heard its spring-filled body start to extend towards the door lock.


“Coming, just finishing on the loo, don’t come in!” shouted Nat.


The noise stopped. She opened her eyes. Fizz whisked a dark blue Slider jacket and leggings off the printer tray and handed them to her. She tugged off her old jacket and pulled on the new one. It activated. Nat smiled. Wen had uploaded a short clip of them both in their Kung-fu gear on the mats at Ken’s studio in Hong Kong. They were armed with bo-sticks and were taking it in turns to practise their moves on a wooden dummy. Ken had allowed them to dress up the dummy as their arch enemy so that they could channel their inner warrior … so it had a mushroom wig on top and was wearing a pink and white striped Shan-xi dress that Aunt Vera had once forced Nat to wear in Hong Kong.


“Miss Walker!”


The Stewbot again. She pulled on the leggings, stuffed the old clothes into the rubbish bin and grabbed the printer off the loo. She turned to the door handle but stopped dead in her tracks when she caught sight of herself in the mirror.


“You like my work?” said Fizz, from his perch back on her shoulder.


Nat blinked and leaned closer to the mirror. She must be seeing things… Her hair was no longer its usual red colour, it was now a deep indigo blue with a zigzag fringe and heavy chopped layering. Her eyebrows matched. Fizz had fixed on false silver eyelashes, and covered her skin in a thin layer of pale Cementer. Her cheeks were shaded to accentuate her bone structure.


Nat smiled. Nothing could stand in her way when she looked like this.


The latch snapped back, the door flew open and the strong, gloved hand of the Stewbot grabbed her arm and pulled her out of the bathroom.


“Ku!” said Henry, catching sight of her as she stepped into the aisle.


Aunt Vera let out a bellow. “There is no way you’re going into the United States of America dressed like that!”
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Chapter Three


BONDING





Zixin could hear his grandad’s voice shouting inside his head.


“Enough sleep. Time to get up. Time to find Gan Jiang! I must have that sword!”


He forced himself to lift his leaden eyelids, hoping it was all just a nightmare and that he’d wake up back in his bedroom at home in London. Instead, he was blinded by a spotlight shining directly in his face. His pillow had vanished. He put his hand down to push himself up off the narrow guest bed above Hong’s shop, but instead of a soft, cotton sheet, his fingers met with thick plastic.


“What time is it?” he mumbled.


No reply. He moved his hand to the small of his back. It was the place where his robot snake always lay, coiled up in sleep-mode, ready to activate when his day began. There was no familiar, warm chain-linked form. The space she occupied was cold.


“Vesperetta, come here.”


This jet lag was terrible, it felt like someone was hitting his head with a hammer.


“Take it slowly, my boy. Easy does it.”


His grandad’s voice was coming from inside his left ear. He lifted his hand to the side of his head. As he did so his fingers met with a cluster of long, hedgehog-like spikes. The moment he touched them an electric shock zapped through his head.


“Ahhhh!” he screamed, pain exploding through to the roots of his teeth.


“No, don’t touch there. The needles haven’t finished their work.”


Another hand batted his away and held it down on the plastic. It was that sharp voice of Hong, his grandad’s old friend. He’d met him the night before when he’d arrived. He’d still yet to see his grandad, though.


The pain dulled. Zixin opened his eyes again. This time the spotlight was gone. In its place was Hong, complete with surgical face-mask.


“He needs more time to adjust,” he said.


Adjust? To what? Cold, clammy fear gripped Zixin’s guts. He looked past Hong to find that he’d been mysteriously moved from the room where he had gone to sleep to the medical couch in the acupuncture consultation room. The smell of pine disinfectant in the windowless, grey-walled room made his stomach heave.


“What have you done to me?” he said.


“A little adjustment, my boy. A family bond has been formed.”


Again, his grandad’s voice was coming from inside his left ear. He wrenched his wrist from Hong’s grasp, rolled off the couch, and came to a wobbly standing position. It was like being at sea. He was swaying from one foot to the other, and he felt like throwing up.


This whole trip he’d been forced to make was one bad thing after another. He’d rather be at school, bored at the back of the class, or bored in the dingy flat with his dad in London, than be here in San Francisco.


He lifted his arm, wrapped his fingers around the handful of needles and pulled them out.


“No, not yet, too soon!” said Hong, shaking his head, eyes wide behind the thick lenses of his glasses.


A buzzing sound started to fill Zixin’s ear.


“WHAT HAVE YOU DONE TO ME!” he screamed.


The agony propelled him. He had to escape. He took Hong out with a swift side kick, knocking him to the tiled floor. But before he could reach the door it flew open. Scorta, his grandad’s guinea-lion robot, came racing in with a ferocious roar. It pounced on Zixin, pushing him to the floor and pinning him down with two massive furry paws.


“Don’t you dare hurt Hong!” squeaked the guinea-pig face shooting out of the giant lion body.


Scorta nipped him on the cheek.


He’d seen these kind of hybrid creatures in virtual worlds before. WarZworld was full of half-man, half-dinosaur avatars, but this one was real. Laughter exploded like a firework in his head, but it wasn’t his own.


“Nice kung-fu kick, my boy, but keep those moves for when we really need them.”


“GET OUT OF MY HEAD!” screamed Zixin.


More laughter.


“We’re bonded. Proper family now. I can guide you, help you navigate to places where I cannot go. Together we will find the sword and conquer the world!”


Zixin writhed under Scorta’s paws, trying to break free, but the guinea-lion still had him pinned.


“Hong has kindly implanted a nano speaker and recorder deep in your ear so that we can communicate at all times,” said his grandad.


“Why can’t you just go and get the swords yourself?”


His grandad sniffed. “I’ll show you why.”


Zixin heard the flapping of wings both in his ear and coming from the corridor. Seconds later a giant eagle came swooping into the room and landed on the couch. What he saw next made his head spin so much that he did throw up, all over Scorta’s paws. His grandad’s wrinkled, bald head was stuck on the giant eagle’s body. He was half robot. No wonder his grandad had never shown himself on screen when he’d called. He was a living freak. And why an eagle? Couldn’t he have just got himself sized up for a humanoid-style exoskeleton?


Zixin vowed to escape, go to a hospital and get them to remove the implant, then he’d go to the airport, get the next flight to London and leave this nightmare behind. He just needed his snake.


“Where’s Vesperetta?” he said.


“She’s a very interesting creation,” said his grandad.


The way he emphasised “creation” made Zixin’s blood turn to ice. Vesperetta was his only friend. She was his snake buddy.


“What have you done with her?”


“I have been examining her. My findings are that you have the same skill for robot design and construction that I do. I would have expected nothing less. I am still better than you, of course, but for a first attempt, your snake is not bad.”


Zixin stopped struggling. Scorta lifted its paws off him and sat back on its haunches, staring at him, its beady guinea-pig eyes unblinking. Examining? Had he taken her to pieces?


“Where is she?”


“She is in a safe place.”


“I want her back, now.”


“Now? Oh no. Not possible. I fear she will detract from our bonding. Once we have found both swords, she will be restored to you.”


A pain tore through Zixin. It was far greater than the physical agonies of the nano implant. It was the pain of separation from the only thing he’d ever loved.


“The girl is about to land,” announced Scorta.
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