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“IT IS done, Supreme Commander,” the Agent said, bowing his head. “I now have all three compass pieces.” As he gave the news, the Agent couldn’t help smiling beneath his mask. He had recovered the final compass piece from right under the noses of Team Hero. But, as he watched the grey, half-mummified face on the holoscreen before him, this sense of triumph drained away. The Supreme Commander’s stony, milk-white stare seemed to bore into him, and, though the sun baked down on the skyscraper roof where the Agent stood, he suddenly felt cold.

“I have everything needed to find and awaken the Hidden Army, Master,” he said, unable to keep his voice from trembling. As the Agent waited for a reaction from his master’s scarred and wizened face, his knees began to shake.

Finally, the Supreme Commander’s bloodless lips parted, revealing rotting, blackened teeth. “And the young Heroes?” he asked, his voice a grating hiss full of menace.

“Unfortunately, they are still alive,” the Agent said. He hadn’t meant to go on, but found himself blurting out everything, his babbling voice no longer under his control: “They have prevented me from entering my cruiser … But that is only a minor inconvenience. I have my jet-boots, and I have the compass. Team Hero can’t stop me awakening the army now. And once its thousands of Soldiers are activated, nothing will stand in my way.” Under the Supreme Commander’s cold, unblinking stare, the Agent’s voice faltered. “I mean, your way …”
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“Do not fail,” the Supreme Commander hissed. Then, without warning, the holoscreen flickered and disappeared, leaving the Agent staring at a metal grate covering a vast air conditioning pipe. But as he turned away to gaze out over the city of Baotecca, he couldn’t shake the horrible creeping feeling that those milky blue-white eyes still watched him, seeing everything and judging his every move …
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“WHAT A mess,” Jack said, gazing around what was left of the sculpture garden of the Baotecca Museum. Jagged pieces of the museum’s stone brickwork stuck up from the well-tended grass. Several sculptures had been flattened beneath fallen masonry.

At the centre of the wreckage hovered the Agent’s base, a shining metal platform about the size of Jack’s family’s apartment in Ventura City – but Jack had seen it transform into many different shapes, even an aircraft. Ruby walked around the base, her orange eyes narrowing with interest as she inspected its strange devices and screens, all flashing with lights. The structure gave off an electrical static that set Jack’s teeth on edge.

He and his friends had managed to capture the base, but only after the Agent’s henchman, Fade, had stolen the final compass piece from the museum vault. Now the compass was complete, it could lead the Agent to a powerful mechanical army.

“What do we do?” Danny asked.

“We need to work out where the Agent’s taking the compass, then stop him waking up the Hidden Army and destroying the world.” Jack said.

Ruby turned away from the base, one eyebrow raised. “As plans go, that’s pretty weak on detail,” she said.

“Maybe Chancellor Rex will have an idea of where to go next. Hawk?” Jack said, speaking to his Oracle, “can you patch me in to Hero Academy?”
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But as Hawk began to reply, the clatter of booted feet made Jack turn. A stout, red-faced security guard, dressed in the blue uniform of the museum, burst into the sculpture garden.

“Thank goodness you’re still here,” he panted. “We have an emergency in the vaults.”

Jack’s pulse quickened. “What’s happened?” he asked.

The security guard wiped the sweat from his forehead. “That thief – Fade – collapsed part of the vault’s ceiling. Some of our researchers got trapped inside, and it sounds as if the rest of the ceiling could give way any minute.”

“Lead the way,” Jack said, already heading towards the museum door with Ruby and Danny at his side.

The security guard jogged ahead of them through the deserted café, guiding them down a wide corridor lined with broken exhibit cases then into the museum’s main hall. Jack drew his sword, Blaze, and Danny lifted his crossbow as they picked their way across their earlier battleground, which museum employees were now trying to clean up.
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