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STORY 1



 


 

THE MAN’S face was invisible under the helmet as he worked with a welding torch. Orange sparks arced through the air and scattered across the floor of the laboratory.
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He turned off the jet of flame and stopped for a moment, lifting the visor and staring up at the array of monitors on the wall above him. Each screen showed a surveillance feed from the different Team Hero outposts around the world. He chuckled to himself. They don’t even know they’re being watched! They don’t know what’s coming …




The man took a step back to admire his creation – a robotic arm the size of a tree trunk, clad with a metal alloy that could withstand a blast from any weapon known to man.




“Just one more piece,” he said. “Soon, you will rise!”

And when my work is complete, the world will be ours …
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JACK’S GRIP was sweaty on the hilt of his sunsteel sword, Blaze. He peered around the corner of a wall, trying to spot his enemy in the gloom of the warehouse. They’d been locked in combat for almost half an hour already.

Where are you?

The wall above his head exploded as a giant pincer smashed through. Jack rolled out under the falling debris, then stood to face the attack. The giant robotic scorpion, two metres long and scurrying on six legs, came after him, its bulbous stinger glowing an angry red. Its metal shell was scarred with dents and scratches where Jack’s blade had found its target, but it didn’t seem to be slowing down. Whenever Jack thought he might be getting the better of it, it came back with a surprising new attack.
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Out in the open, he had nowhere to run as the stinger powered up. He waited until the last possible moment before diving aside. The laser beam sliced through the air and scarred a path across the concrete floor.

“You missed again!” Jack shouted, charging in and slicing at the robot’s legs, where its hydraulics were exposed. But this time, the leg retracted completely inside the main shell, and so Jack missed, stumbling past his enemy just as the scorpion ducked its head and rammed him, sending him skidding across the floor. He tried to stand, but his enemy placed a sharp foot on his chest and pressed him to the ground. Another pincer grabbed his wrist and tried to twist the sword out of Jack’s grip. He fought back, focusing on the power in his scaled hands, watching them glow a golden colour, but the scorpion’s stinger shot down and stopped a fraction from his forehead.

“Do you submit?” said an electronic voice.

Jack thought about punching the contraption in the head.

“I calculate a laser beam at this range would fry your brain,” said his Oracle, Hawk, through the earpiece Jack wore. “I would admit defeat if I were you.”

Jack sighed and let Blaze drop to the ground.

“You win,” he muttered moodily.

“Deactivate!” Jack heard a human voice call out.

The robotic scorpion stepped off him and backed away, its red eyes fading to black as it powered down. Lights flickered on across the Hero Academy training warehouse, revealing an upper gallery filled with students and teachers. With all his focus on the fight, Jack had managed to forget that all of Team Hero had been watching the battle.

Great – everyone just watched me get humiliated!

He picked up Blaze and sheathed it.
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A young man wearing jeans, a black hoodie and spectacles descended a set of stairs from the gallery to Jack’s level. His name was Areevo Vaste, and he was the owner of Cyclops Security, the world’s most advanced robotics company. He was here to show off some of their latest technology. Jack’s friend Danny said Areevo had become a billionaire by the time he was twenty-one. Jack didn’t know if that was true, but Areevo was often featured on the covers of science magazines, and had had dinner with the President on more than one occasion. He was one of the most recognised faces on the planet.

Areevo also happened to be a graduate of Hero Academy, a school for gifted individuals dedicated to fighting evil around the world.

“Thank you for the demonstration, Jack,” he said warmly.

“You mean thanks for losing to your robot,” Jack replied.

Areevo laughed. “I’m afraid that was always going to be the conclusion of the exercise.”

Jack clenched his fists in frustration. He didn’t like Areevo’s tone. “Let me have another try,” he said.

The Cyclops boss patted the giant metal arachnid. “It wouldn’t end any better for you,” he said.

From the gallery, Ruby called down. “Well, how about me?”

“I’ll take it on!” added Danny.

One by one, the other students raised their hands, all wanting a turn.

Areevo called for quiet. “I think you’ve misunderstood,” he said. “I have the greatest respect for all of your abilities, but this scorpbot isn’t just a mindless attack droid. It has my new Scorp-X AI chip implanted.”

“AI as in artificial intelligence?” asked Professor Rufus. The squat, red-haired tech teacher looked like he was trying to contain his excitement at seeing Areevo’s creation in action.

“That’s right, Professor,” said Areevo. “It learns, storing every action taken against it, and cross-referencing with every other attack it has seen, and every attack others in its nest have seen. As you fight, it adapts to your behaviour and responds accordingly. You’re not just fighting a brainless droid, but a hive-mind supercomputer. After just a few minutes, it knows what you’re going to do almost before you do!”

Jack thought about how the scorpbot had improved as the fight went on, and how the leg had retracted to protect itself. So that’s what was going on …

On the gallery, Chancellor Rex, headmaster of Hero Academy, began to clap. “Well, I’m impressed, Areevo,” he said, beaming with pride. Areevo had been his student at the Academy only a few years before. “This sort of technology could give Team Hero the edge in our fight against evil.”

Jack looked at the looming scorpbot beside him. For some reason, the thought of fighting alongside robots made him feel a little uneasy.

“Now, I have a few more things to show you that we’ve been working on,” said Areevo. “Why don’t you all come down and see?”

The students began to file from the gallery. Danny and Ruby walked over to Jack’s side.

“Never mind, man,” said Danny. “It’s just a robot. Take out the batteries and it’s as useless as an old tin can.”

“Thanks,” said Jack. His pride was still bruised, but thanks to Danny, it hurt a bit less.

Areevo resumed his demonstration. He opened a cupboard and took out an electric guitar. Then he strummed a note. Jack heard a buzzing in the air, and a cloud of black drones dropped from the ceiling above. They stopped in mid-air, hovering in a spherical swarm about three metres across. Areevo plucked another string and the ball began to make its way towards the group of students. Jack made out that the individual drones were bat-shaped.
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As the note rose in pitch, the swarm sped up, faster and faster. Jack felt a prickle of panic – he and his fellow students were right in its path. One or two of his schoolmates began to take a step back.
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