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The Iron City stands like a giant metal crab, high in the Mountains of Khan. Its eight legs dig deep into the ground, supporting the main body of the city and giving easy access to the iron mines that lie beneath. Two arms reach up into the air, holding landing platforms for the mining craft and spaceships that buzz around it.

The air is filled with smoke and steam from the many chimneys and cooling towers that cover its back like barnacles. Down below, the valley floor is littered with piles of scragg – compacted waste that’s been dumped from the furnaces and workshops of the city.

Towards this towering city of metal and steam came four robot friends, Crank, Al, Torch and Grunt, travelling in search of a safe place for old robots.

A place where robots can be free to live their lives in peace.

A place called Robotika.
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The spacecraft they were travelling in slowly approached the city, waiting for clearance to land on one of the platforms. Every few minutes, the craft rattled as if it were about to fall apart.

Scamp, the botweiler, lowered his head and let out a long whine – even the robo-dog didn’t like the way the craft shook.

“Are you sure this thing’s safe?” asked Torch, the old Fire and Rescue robot.

“Of course it’s safe,” said Maximus Bullwart, the pilot of the Starship Terrapin. “This craft has flown to the farthest reaches of the galaxy and has never failed me yet.”

“You’ve been to the far reaches of the galaxy?” said Crank. “What’s it like?”

“I didn’t say I’d been,” said Maximus, shaking his head. “I said the Terrapin had. It used to be a great starship but now it’s got too many holes in it to fly into outer space. I just use it to get around the planet and scout for new players.”

Maximus Bullwart was the head scout for the world-famous powerball team – the Iron City Eagles. He’d been waiting outside the coliseum when Crank, Al, Torch and Grunt had escaped from the gladiator robots and the deadly Razorbites. Maximus had told the four friends that they would make excellent powerball players.

Crank had thought this sounded great – they would all be famous – but the others weren’t so sure.

“We don’t want to be famous,” said Torch. “We just want to get to Robotika where we’ll be safe.”

“Nonsense,” cried Maximus. “Everyone wants to be famous, and after what I saw you guys do at the coliseum I can tell that you’ll be big … REALLY BIG. I bet you could be the best powerball players in the galaxy.”

“In the whole galaxy?” said Crank, sounding amazed. “This could be even better than finding Robotika.”

“But we have never played powerball in our lives,” said Al. “We could get hurt.”

“Don’t you worry,” said Maximus. “The coach will teach you everything you need to know. You’ll be stars in no time.”

“See,” said Crank. “There’s nothing to worry about … We’re going to be stars.”

Crank had seen powerball games on the vidscreens when he’d lived in Metrocity. It was a fast, furious and exciting sport. The fans loved it and the players were treated like heroes. Crank could see it now … crowds of screaming fans waiting to get a vid-snap of him at the end of each game. It would be fantastic.

A loud beep from the Terrapin’s control panel brought Crank back from his daydreaming, and a crackly voice came over the loudspeakers giving them instructions to land.

“Hold tight,” said Maximus. “We’re going in.”

As Maximus Bullwart pulled on the flight stick and steered the Starship Terrapin towards the nearest landing pad, the others watched in wonder as the Iron City filled the display screen in front of them.

The four friends had all heard about the Iron City before. Even Al, who was a new robot, had heard tales of the moving city that walked through the Mountains of Khan.

They had heard of its iron walls and steel floors, its towering chimneys and its maze of walkways that shone like polished silver. They’d heard about the teams of robots that constantly worked on the city, cleaning and repairing it so that it stayed in perfect working order.
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The Iron City was a marvel of modern engineering. The perfect mining city. Whenever the mines ran dry, the whole city would just move on and find another place to dig.

None of them had ever dreamed they would visit the Iron City but now they were approaching it, it wasn’t quite the way they had expected it to be.

Instead of being made of shining, polished metal, the city looked old and rusty. Some of the walkways were damaged and broken, and many of the chimneys were battered and bent out of shape. Most of the windows seemed to be covered in thick layers of dust and grime and some of them were broken or missing completely. Through the window of the Starship Terrapin it looked as though the Iron City was falling apart.

There was a gentle bump as Maximus landed the Terrapin on the platform and then a sudden jolt as it jerked forwards before coming to a complete stop. Crank, Al, Torch and Grunt went flying into one of the walls and Scamp, the botweiler, growled as he slid across the floor towards them.

“Sorry about the bumpy landing,” said Maximus. “It always does that after touching down.”

“Now he tells us,” complained Torch, picking himself up off the floor.

“It’s nothing,” said Crank. “Just wait until we get out of here and see all the fans.”

“Fans?” said Al. “What fans?”

“We’re Iron City Eagles now,” said Crank excitedly. “There’s bound to be crowds of fans.”

As Crank eagerly made his way towards the boarding ramp Al, Torch and Grunt looked at each other and shrugged. They were getting used to Crank, and the way he sometimes let his excitement get the better of him.
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The boarding ramp at the back of the Terrapin dropped open with a crash and Crank slowly made his way off the craft, waving his hands at the crowd of fans … then he stopped and screamed.
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As Crank screamed, Torch, Al and Grunt raced down the boarding ramp to see what was wrong. Scamp, the botweiler, leaped down beside them, baring his steely claws and gnashing his teeth.

“What is it?” asked Torch looking round eagerly. “What’s wrong?”

Crank gazed around the landing pad and shook his head in disbelief. “Where are they all?” he asked.

“Where’s who?” said Maximus, as he joined Crank and the others.

“The fans!” said Crank. “Where are all the fans?”

“What fans?” said Maximus Bullwart, looking puzzled. “Oh … you mean the powerball fans.”

“Of course,” said Crank. “I thought they’d all be here cheering for us.”

“They will be,” said Maximus. “But you’re not stars yet. Just wait until you’ve had your first game. The fans will be chasing you all over the city.”

“Is that all it was?” said Torch, relaxing. “I thought you were in danger.”
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