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CHANCELLOR REX sat at his desk waiting for Commandant Eckles to respond. The tall, straight-backed leader of the Hightower Legion stood with her back to him, gazing out through the high arched window that overlooked Hero Academy. Despite being almost as old as Rex himself, she had the build and bearing of a soldier at her peak. Her armour shone and her blonde hair was cropped.

“Are you sure you won’t take a seat?” Rex asked.

Commandant Eckles turned, fixing him with cool grey eyes. “Whatever threat you may think you foresee,” she said, “we can look after ourselves. Hightower Legion is the most skilled fighting force on the planet.”

Rex closed his eyes, frustration building inside him. “You’re not listening,” he said. “Just because General Gore has been defeated, that doesn’t mean the world is safe. The High Command will stop at nothing to conquer the Earth’s surface, and–”

“Look,” Commandant Eckles said, cutting him off. “I hope I haven’t travelled all the way from Mount Razor School to be lectured about the dangers that threaten the world. Remember, our founder, Wulfstan Hightower, was defeating evil long before your founder, Gretchen of Ventura, even knew which end of a sword to hold.”

“A pity, then, that Wulfstan vanished just when the world needed him the most,” Rex growled. But as soon as he saw anger flash across Eckles’s face, he regretted the words. He forced a weary smile. “Forgive me, Commandant,” he said. “Hightower Legion and Team Hero are both sworn to defend our world from evil. We’re on the same side. And I can’t just sit by, knowing that the Legion is in danger.”

Eckles arched an eyebrow. “As I said, we can look after ourselves.”

“I hope so,” Rex said. “But before deciding that – let me show you what I have seen.” Rex lifted his hands, and a familiar rush of power washed through him as he activated his ability to project visions of the future. A rippling image like that from a holographic projector formed in the air. It showed a range of jagged, snow-capped mountains spread beneath a sky turned black with smoke. Huge balls of fire streaked down through the darkness, exploding where they landed. Trees clinging to the mountainside crackled with orange flame. The vision zoomed in. Soldiers, some of them children, stood in ragged formation. Each bore the square tower sigil of Wulfstan Hightower on their battered armour. Their soot-blackened faces were bruised and bloody, their expressions grim. Most had lost their weapons. Many were injured, and on the scorched earth nearby lifeless bodies lay smouldering. All around them fire raged.

The vision faded. Commandant Eckles stood silent for a moment, her stern features still. “This is the future?” she asked.

Rex nodded. “Unless we work together to prevent it. And in my mind, the flames can mean only one thing. The return of a very old enemy. You know as well as I do, it will take our combined forces to defeat her.”
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Eckles nodded slowly. “Then tell me, Chancellor Rex.” She narrowed her eyes. “What do you propose?”
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“WAIT UP, guys!” Danny called.

Jack pulled his mule to a stop and looked back along the mountain path. Not again! For about the tenth time in as many minutes Danny was yanking at his trouser leg, trying to pull the frayed hem out of his mule’s mouth. Ruby had her hands on her hips, watching him from her own mule.

“The stupid thing won’t go!” Danny said, red-faced. “It just wants to eat my trousers!” He jabbed his heels into the creature’s sides.

“Your mount isn’t a thing,” Ruby said. “She’s a she. And of course she won’t go if you keep kicking her! You’ve got to get on her good side.”

“I don’t think she’s got a good side!” Danny said, pushing his sweaty black hair behind his bat-like ears. “I think she hates me.”

“Nah,” Ruby said, “if she hated you, she’d have dumped you off the mountain long ago.”

Danny glanced over the edge of the mountain path, then anxiously back at his mule. The high, rocky path was so narrow the three Hero Academy students had to trot in single file. On one side, a sheer rock face stretched up towards the sky. To the other, the mountain dropped away so steeply it made Jack feel giddy to look down.

“Mules aren’t like horses,” Ruby said. “You can’t boss them about. They have to want to carry you. Watch and learn, Danny boy.” Ruby gave her mule’s reins a gentle shake. Immediately, the creature started off at a smart trot.

Danny jerked his own mule’s reins. The animal leapt forwards and Danny almost lurched out of the saddle. “Give me a hoverboard any day!” he muttered under his breath.

“Tell me about it,” Jack said, as he set off in front of them. “We’d have reached Mount Razor days ago.”

Jack heard a click in his earpiece as his Oracle, Hawk, activated. “Hightower Legion doesn’t permit the use of technology in the Shardmaw Mountains. I’m surprised they even permitted you to bring Oracles. The Legion believes using technology, like using special powers, is a weakness that does more harm than good.”

“They think superpowers are a weakness?” Jack said. Each of Jack’s friends at Hero Academy had a special power. Danny had super-hearing, and could create sonic blasts with his voice. Ruby could shoot jets of fire from her eyes. Jack had once thought his scaly hands made him a freak, but since he’d been at Hero Academy, he’d come to rely on their supernatural strength. In fact, Jack had used his unique hands to help save the world more than once. Now the three friends had been sent by their headmaster, Chancellor Rex, on the first ever student exchange to Mount Razor School, where Hightower Legion students were trained. And from what Hawk said, it sounded like it would be about as much fun as a kick in the stomach.
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