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STORY 1




 

> AUDIO LOG OF DR MARANYA, RESEARCH DIRECTOR AT THE ENDEAVOUR OUTPOST.

 

> PROJECT DAY 132.

 

I HAVEN’T left the lab in months. I long to feel the tropical sun on my face, to taste the fresh air again … but I can’t leave Endeavour yet. Not when Project H is so very close to completion.

After all these years, it’s hard to believe we’ve nearly done it. All the setbacks, all the risks, all the … accidents … they’ll all have been worth it, if we can just slot the final pieces into place.

And then Team Hero – no, the world – will change for ever.
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JACK STREAKED through the clear water, propelled by the powerfins strapped to his boots. He clenched his toes and the jets responded, throwing him forward. He stayed as close to the seabed as he dared, swerving around boulders and tendrils of seaweed. Through his Oracle visor, he kept his eyes peeled for danger.

I don’t want to bump into a reef shark, he thought.

Ruby kept pace on his right, her dark, curly hair flowing back over her shoulders. Danny swam above, for a better view of whatever was ahead.

The ground rose, and Jack angled his body to jet up the slope. He’d just reached the crest when he saw the glint of metal lurking on the sea floor.


“Capture bot ahead!” he shouted through his mask, sending a stream of bubbles upwards. “Look out!”


What looked like a large metal ball rose from the sand and blasted a net towards Ruby. She nimbly rolled sideways, just dodging it.
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“Thanks!” came her voice through Jack’s Oracle earpiece. She was panting a little through her mask.

“Sorry, didn’t spot it,” said Danny.

“No worries,” said Jack, twitching his legs to rise above a patch of kelp.

The last two weeks had been hard work, but fun. Along with a squad of other students from Hero Academy, he and his friends had been training on board the Lancer, Team Hero’s high-tech battleship, based in the tropical ocean. Studying navigation and marine biology was really interesting, but he loved the underwater combat training the most.

The powerfins had taken some getting used to, but now it felt like second nature, as easy as walking.

Another capture bot zipped from the right flank, firing a net. Ruby twisted out of the way and glided on. Jack checked the map displayed on the inside of his visor, and realised they were only about a kilometre from the finish line. The only place off-limits was a no-entry zone shaded in red. If you entered it you were disqualified.

They were taking part in the Gauntlet, a test of speed and evasion. The capture bots were sneaky, and fast. Getting snared by one of their nets would slow you down, so Jack was determined not to get caught.

The map suddenly flickered, then went blurry. “What’s going on, Hawk?” Jack asked his Oracle. The supercomputer was strapped over Jack’s ear and was extending the visor over his eyes.

 “Some sort of electromagnetic signal is distorting the map, Jack,” said Hawk. “I’ll try to fix it.”

A huge underwater arch lay ahead, covered in rainbow coral. Jack arrowed his body down, beneath the rock formation. He couldn’t help grinning at the sheer beauty. Some of the things he’d seen since joining Team Hero blew his mind.

“Help!” came Danny’s voice, loud and close in Jack’s earpiece.

Jack twisted and saw that Danny was snared in a net – a capture bot must have been lurking behind the arch. It pulled Danny closer like a squirming fish.

Ruby and Jack shot towards him, and Jack wished he had a knife to cut his friend loose. He gripped the strands with his hands, feeling his super-strength flowing to his fingertips. He tore the net apart, and Danny swam free.

“Thanks!” Danny said. “That was close!”

Three shapes shot past, making Jack’s heart pound. But they weren’t bots. It was a team made up of members of Green House. They were led by Sienna, who had the ability to change her size from very small to very large. No matter her actual height, Jack felt that she bossed people around like she was always ten feet tall. One of her teammates – Khalid – was particularly easy to spot. He wasn’t wearing a mask or powerfins. He had webbed feet and large fan-like fins on his arms and legs. Plus, he had gills.

“Hi, Jack!” he called. “How cool is this?”


Jack always marvelled at the sheer number of gifts the other Team Hero students possessed, but Khalid was something really special.
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“No stalling!” roared Sienna. “We’re going to win!”

The three of them zoomed off.

“That’s not fair!” grumbled Danny. “He’s got a natural advantage.”

“It’s not over yet,” said Ruby. “Come on!” They sped forward.

“Hawk, can you show me what’s below ground?” Jack said.

The map showed up the landscape in green 3D, including a system of underwater tunnels. “I think I’ve found a short cut,” Jack said to the others. “I doubt there’ll be any bots either. Follow my lead.”

Jack turned and swam down, finding a black opening on the seabed.

“You sure about this?” asked Danny.

“No …” Jack replied, “but I’m not going to lose to Sienna!” He plunged into the blackness.

“Activating night vision,” Hawk said, as Jack’s visor toggled from black to shades of grey. He gunned his powerfins as fast as he dared, following the twists of the tunnel.

Then the map flicked off. “More interference, Jack,” said Hawk. “I’m afraid you’re on your own.” 

Oh, great! Jack thought.

“Owl’s getting interference, too,” Danny said, after trying his own Oracle. “Maybe we should turn back. Winning’s not everything.”

Jack saw that the tunnel forked ahead. “I think I remember the map well enough,” he said.

“You think?” said Ruby.

Jack took the left, slightly wider passage, and was glad to see it opening up. Jack put on a burst of speed – he just wanted to be in open water again.

But when he emerged he found himself in a larger cavern, his night vision picking out walls coated in lichen and weeds. He scanned around, looking for another exit, and saw several tunnels leading off in different directions. It reminded him of being inside some sort of giant anthill.

The others stopped beside him, floating in the water. “We’re lost, aren’t we?” said Ruby.

Before Jack could admit it was true, Danny grabbed his arm. His huge bat-like ears were twitching. “Wait, I can hear …” Danny’s head jerked down, and Jack stared too.

On the bottom of the cavern, something massive stirred in the shadows of his night vision. Jack saw plates of armoured shell shifting, and two shining eyes on stalks swivelling up to face them. It was some sort of crab, as large as a car.

“I think we should go,” said Danny, backing away.

“You don’t say,” said Ruby.

The giant crab spread its front legs, and blue sparks crackled along their length, like electricity. Jack realised that where its claws should be there were long tentacles instead, slowly unravelling and reaching upwards.

“Agreed!” he said, but it was too late. One of the sparking tentacles lashed as quickly as a whip. Jack tried to move, but it caught his ankle and a bolt of pain shot up his leg. He tried again, but found himself spinning, and almost crashed into the cavern wall. Peering down, he saw one of his powerfins was crumpled and broken.
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