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THE ASSEMBLY hall at Hero Academy was the oldest part of the medieval fortress. The walls were solid stone, a metre thick, and huge wooden beams spanned the ceiling. The tapestries and pictures hung on the walls showed battles from the ancient war between Team Hero and the shadow armies of Noxx.

Today, the hall was packed with students from every year. They wore silver bodysuits with coloured shoulder pads to show which house they belonged to. Teachers sat on the raised stage. All eyes were on Chancellor Rex, headmaster of Hero Academy, who stood at the speaker’s podium.

No one noticed the two students who entered late, at the back, though they did look an odd pair. One was tall and wiry, walking with a slight stoop; the second was squat, almost as wide as he was tall. If any of the other students had turned and really looked, they might have noticed something weird about the newcomers’ faces – their features were completely still, as if frozen in place.

“Students of the Academy,” said Chancellor Rex, “thank you for gathering. I know that many of you are worried about your teacher, Ms Steel,” he went on. “I’m afraid she is still in a coma, but we are going to try another treatment.” A murmur travelled through the hall, and the two odd students at the back looked at each other. Their faces didn’t move though, almost like pictures.
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“Ms Steel is being taken to Valour Station, our Team Hero outpost in the Flammara Desert,” continued Chancellor Rex. “We hope she will have more chance to recover there.”

At that moment, the face of the shorter student flickered and distorted. His taller companion muttered. “Quick, let’s get out of here!”

As they hurried back through the doors, Chancellor Rex was still speaking to the assembly. “Some of our newest recruits will be accompanying Ms Steel to Valour Station, to take part in desert training … ”

The two strange students ran along the corridors. The shorter student’s face was blurring, giving brief glimpses of ugly mottled skin beneath. Finally his tall companion bundled him into a bathroom.
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As he looked into the mirror, the fake visage was completely gone, revealing his bald head, with thick lips and missing teeth and squinty eyes too close together. “Useless!” said Bulk. “I thought you were supposed to be a great sorcerer.”

“It’s your horrible sweat interfering with the magic,” said the taller student. He waved a hand across his own face and the boy’s image disappeared, replaced with sharp features, glowing eyes and pointed teeth. “Still, the glamours could use a little work. You shouldn’t have rushed me in copying the faces of those two new students.” said Smarm. “On top of wiping their memories, it was impossible for me to do it properly.”

“We were lucky to catch them before they reached the Academy in the first place. Can you do it again?” asked Bulk, cheeks quivering. “We can’t fail in our mission.”

“We already have the information we need,” replied his companion.


We do?” said Bulk, confused.

“Weren’t you listening?” said Smarm. “Ms Steel’s going to the Flammara Desert, so that’s where we go too. She’s the perfect vessel for our master, and the spells were almost complete last time. We just have to recapture her.”

Bulk grinned. “Easy!” he said.

Smarm wrung his bony hands. “Perhaps,” he said. “And this time, no one will stand in our way. Especially not Jack Beacon.”
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THE JET plane knifed through the sky at close to the speed of sound, but Jack barely felt any movement where he sat.

“This is so cool!” said Jack’s friend Danny beside him. He tucked back his hair to reveal over-sized, bat-like ears. “The engines are so quiet, even I can barely hear them!”

The students were seated in the back of Arrow, the Hero Academy aircraft. They faced each other in two rows. Jack sat between Danny and Ruby, his best friends at the school. Opposite, an older boy called Olly was with his gang, taking it in turns to scowl or snigger.

“Hey, snake-hands!” said Olly.

For a moment, Jack felt like he was back at his old school in Ventura City. He’d spent years thinking that the strange scaly skin on his hands made him a freak, but he’d recently discovered that his hands gave him incredible strength. That’s why he was now a student at Hero Academy – a secret school for the gifted. Every student had a different power. All of them were training to become part of Team Hero, the ancient organisation that protected the world from the evil of the realms at the centre of the earth.

“You think you’ll survive Flammara?” said Olly. “It’s pretty brutal down there. Over forty degrees in the daytime, below freezing at night.”

“We’ll manage, thanks,” said Jack. “You just look after yourself.”
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