
		
			
			[image: Pelly_cover]

			

		

	
		
			
				

				[image: Title_page.tif]

				

				[image: Hachette_childLogo001.tif]

			

		

	
		
			
				

				[image: Logo1New.tif]

				When the dust settled Toni V took his goggles off for a moment and rubbed his eyes. It was only mid-morning and already the heat was fierce. The Demolition Crew in the Plaza had stripped down to vests and shorts, with shirts twisted round their waists. They had regular water stops. This wasn’t one of them.

				The Supervisor’s voice rumbled over the site. ‘Hey! Toni V! Shirking’s for losers!’

				Embarrassed, Toni V clicked the safety to ‘off’ and hunched his shoulders, ready to drill again. There was an instant dust cloud. That’s why he didn’t see that he’d hit something until it was too late. He clicked the safety and pulled the drill free, sending a signal to the Supervisor that it was a genuine obstacle.

				The Supervisor shrugged, resigned. There was over half a City to rebuild and they expected him to get results from a new crew made up of kids and tired old-timers. As if he didn’t have enough to deal with, bullying stonemasons and skip-haulers, and that half-brain-bozo who was late again with the water delivery!

				Glad the Supervisor was distracted by problems of his own, Toni V crouched low at the edge of the chasm he’d been drilling since sun-up. He was way down below the concrete crust and through to the packed earth underneath. The drilling was hard work, even in this part of the Plaza where there had once been grass and trees. A few dead roots still snarled up the hole just below the concrete, but that wasn’t what the drill had hit. It was something metal, but not a water pipe or underground cables – print-outs showed that nothing like that went under this part of the Plaza.

				With one gloved hand Toni V swept the muck away. He smiled. It was just a water can after all – the sort of thing you could pick up at any general store. He leaned into the chasm and began clearing away soil and dust. Too bad it wasn’t antique or something like that. There was a guy on the last job who’d turned up a whole rubbish pit full of stuff chucked away by the first settlers on the planet, and he’d earned a packet selling on the black market. Dealers paid silly money for anything old – not something Toni V could understand. Who wanted old when you could have new? Unfortunately, this water can with drill marks down the side was just new junk and completely valueless.

				He finally managed to loosen it, and with one hand on the edge of the cleft to steady himself, he pulled the can up. This wasn’t so hard – it had a carry-handle on the lid, and it wasn’t heavy.

				It wasn’t empty either. Toni V knew perfectly well what an empty can felt like. He’d lived through the drought – the Big Dry – the one where the kids on every block had to go and buy water from a dealer then lug it home again. For months they’d all been rationed to one short bath a day, which was horrible – nothing more than a gill-wetting.

				He gave the can a little shake. It didn’t slosh about, so it couldn’t have liquid in. Too bad – a couple of litres over his hot back would have been Bliss. Still, the can was pretty battered-looking. Perhaps it had been underground for a while, in which case it could be swarming with parasites. Yep – he checked the lid and the filter seal had curled up at the edges, showing that it was way past its sell-by date. Unusable. Best throw it in the skip and get on with the job.

				Rubbing one arm over his sweaty face, Toni V loped over the Plaza to the collection of pink and blue skips. Three of them were full already – the diggers had scooped up great gobfuls of concrete and soil. The fourth skip was at the far end of the row, near the shade of a flowering Cimarron tree. Lush Cimarron buds had swelled open at dawn every morning that month, furling closed again at twilight with a cloud of dusky perfume. Toni V stared up at the big yellow petals, suddenly homesick. There had been a Cimarron tree right outside his old home in City Three and he’d sniffed up its scent every summer’s morning before class. Out of all the big Cities, Three had suffered the least damage during the War, and it had already been repaired. This was good, only it meant that Toni V hadn’t seen his family in a very long time: work on the other Cities was now stretching into years not months. Funny how so short a War could have such long-lasting effects.

				Up in the Cimarron trees, the sawri birds noticed Toni V watching. They stared right back, red beaks opening and closing as they cawed soundlessly. Toni V was almost hypnotized. What did they think about the churned up earth and torn mosaics? Did they remember how it all looked before? He shook his head. The heat must be getting to him. None of the other guys wasted time staring at birds and thinking about other things. Thinking about other things was shirking, and shirking was for losers.

				He was just about to lob the water can straight into the skip when curiosity got the better of him. There was definitely something inside it. Probably not the sort of thing a demolition guy was supposed to be interested in. He glanced around. No one was looking. There was nothing to see anyway. He hadn’t done anything wrong. He straightened up and looked back at the skip.

				If he threw it away he’d never know what was inside.

				Why should he care what was inside?

				It might be valuable.

				His grip tightened on the handle, then loosened. If it was valuable, he’d definitely have to hand it over to the Supervisor, then there’d be all the Rules and Regulations to follow.

				The siren blared for water break. The diggers stopped and dust began to settle on sweaty skin like a cloud of hungry insects. The crew downed tools and headed off to the water vats to pull their measure. It was best to get a move on, or he’d end up at the back of the queue with the runts, and the water always tasted brackish when it was dredged from the bottom of the vat.

				The queue shuffled forwards – and there was Toni V, still standing by the skip with the water can in his hand. He was having a bit of a funny thought. The sort of funny thought that jumped up and got you late at night, or deep underwater when the lights were low. It wasn’t much of a thought, nothing useful, nothing that would get the work done any better. In fact, it was more of a memory than a thought. He was remembering a little boy with a secret stash of treasure hidden behind a loose wall tile in the bathroom. The treasure had been hoarded over several months. There were shiny sweet wrappers, a half-melted bit of motherboard and a few pencil ends that could just about write.

				He shrugged the memory off. He wasn’t that little boy any more and the children he saw playing in the streets of the Cities now were like a different species, even though he’d only just turned fourteen himself. You grew up quickly in the work gangs. His last birthday had been and gone in a haze of dust and tiredness. Remembering back was pointless and stupid, like being nosey.

				Then he realized he was unscrewing the lid anyway.

				Inside was a square sort of parcel, bent to fit the curving sides of the can. He pulled it out. There was no harm in giving a quick look-over, was there? The brown paper was thin and crackly, and wrapped round with two or three twists of fine electric cabling. He would have ditched it there and then if it hadn’t been for the faint blue words on the front. He wasn’t much of a reader, but he could tell what it said, even though the writing was quite shaky.

				He stared at the writing, suddenly uneasy.

				The words said: Dig – dig everywhere.

				The City Five Demolition Crew had arrived just under a month ago. Most of the guys in Toni V’s work gang had been buzzing when they heard about the transfer. Toni V had been looking forward to the change as much as anyone else: he hoped there might even be some nightlife for once. There were plenty of bars for the gangs to drink in, although a lot of the guys preferred the night-time ‘bottle and bonfire’ parties held on piles of weed-clogged rubble, or in dusty bomb craters. Sometimes they got some girls to go along; usually not.

				The gangs were billeted in new pre-fab apartments around the Plaza – all very convenient. They’d had to assemble their own flat-pack bunks and head to Supply for new bedrolls and blankets. It wasn’t much and it was hardly home: as often as not they worked double shifts and spent all their free time asleep. City Five had borne the brunt of the heavy-duty missile attacks, and it needed more than a sweep up and a quick lick of paint to make it look good enough for the General’s visit later that year.

				A large siren squatted on the entrance to the main apartment building. When it hooted for the end of shift, the Demo Crew stowed their kit and herded back to the block. They jostled and grouched in a comfortingly familiar way. Near the block door they were met by Hood N’s swaggering Salvage Squad. Hood N was a regular golden boy – the guy they all wanted to be. He was tall and wiry, very fit – always crackling with energy. No one complained as he joked his way to the front of the queue and swiped his ID at the door. The OK light flashed and passed him through.

				Toni V had to wait his turn; there was a long line of young lads pressing behind and an even longer line climbing the stairs in front. It was almost tribal, the way their heavy boots clomped forwards and upwards. They didn’t think about it. They could only be glad that the achingly long day in the sun was over. Toni V was especially relieved to get to the fifth floor and into the apartment he shared with five other guys, all boys about his own age. He’d bagged a top bunk near a window since the air-con was pretty unreliable and it was good to know there’d be some breeze at night. He stripped his shirt off and slung it on to the bunk, first looking around quickly to make sure that no one would notice the bundle hidden inside. As if anyone cared. Of the guys he knew well, Monsumi Q had already headed off to the pool while Credula N was flat on his back snoring. Cred N was a fairly new guy, a drop-out from Junior College who hadn’t taken to demolition work too well. Since starting on the Plaza his skin had peeled not once but twice. Now he was raw-pink and permanently spaced.

				There was no sign of the other three lads who shared the room. They were probably on the first shift for grub, which was exactly where Toni V was headed. In just a moment . . .

				Kicking off his boots, Toni V hoisted himself up on to the top bunk, making the whole bed structure shake and creak. Cred N griped a bit, then flopped over on to his stomach. Strangely anxious, Toni V waited until he heard regular sleep-breathing from below. He turned away from the bold list of Rules and Regulations on the far wall. He unwrapped the brown-paper parcel and opened the book inside.
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				17.5

				This is the diary of Pelly D.

				It’s totally secret, so if you’re reading it I hate you already.

				The main people who aren’t allowed to read it are: Mum & Dad (bcs they’re a) too old & b) too my parents). Also my Big Bro – Gim D & my Lil Sis – Carla D. They are ABSOLUTELY forbidden even to touch this notebook.
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				This was not a good start. Forbidden meant don’t. Toni V closed the diary and lay very still on his bunk, feeling like he’d been caught doing something dodgy on CCTV. Then he decided that the ‘forbidden’ thing didn’t count because he obviously didn’t know this girl, Pelly D. If he was honest with himself, he didn’t know many girls, let alone ones who’d bother writing a diary in the first place. He figured there’d be no harm in reading a bit, then he could have a laugh about it with his mates . . . and ditch it in the skip later, like he’d meant to all along.

				When he turned back to the first page, purple-ink writing leaped out at him once more.
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				Spring sunshine on a blue swimming pool. You’ve got to love it.

				Spring Gala at school today. I stood on the winner’s podium, up on the school roof with the City spread below. It was like I had my whole life stretched out before me & the whole world at my feet. I turned north first, to get the best sun on my face. North is where the sea is, where the big ships come sailing up the waterway to get to the City. No sign of any on the horizon today. Shame. The City canals were busy tho.

				From up on the roof even the streets & buildings looked pretty. I cd just about make out my house, over by the Plaza. Cool. I thought of all the light years Colonists had travelled to get to this place; of all the centuries of evolution required to breed me. Damn I felt good!

				The planet was mine for the taking!

				Then Marek T blew the whistle & reminded me that the Gala was actually still happening (I think I could entirely work that out for myself, I mean, shouting to Sassy B over the noise of all the cheering was making me hoarse). Marek T had the nerve to say, wd I please step off the winner’s podium and get back to my seat?

				—Just trying it out for size, I said.

				—If you want to win, Pelly D, it’d help if you actually enter a competition, said Teacher’s-Pet-With-A-Clipboard.

				—Like you’d know anything about winning, I said. (With some justification, I might add. Marek T was only helping out on the pool start line so he wouldn’t have to get a gill-wetting himself.)

				I stepped off the podium with a lot of grace & a minor readjustment of my swimming cozzie. That usually does the trick. Yep. Marek T gawped. Let him look. He’s not part of my vision of the City. He lives way out by the East Canal, near the wind farms & the recycling centre.

				& as for winning, I’ve already bested everyone at the only competition that counts – the School Popularity Stakes. Hey – I got a cheer just for walking along the edge of the pool, without all this thrashing-about-in-the-water-at-top-speed madness.

				I brought this diary to school. That’s how hard it is to get privacy at home when you’ve got a creepy older brother & a little sister who thinks paper’s for colouring in. God, I hope she doesn’t take after Mum & go all arty on me. Why can’t she stick to scribble software on the computer?

				—What’re you writing? Sassy B asks. She always wants to know what I’m doing. I mean, she’s my best friend & everything, but I don’t know what her status would be if she didn’t hang out with me. I’m not being arrogant. That’s just the way it is at school. You are who you are – Life’s Winners, Life’s Losers, & Marek T somewhere after that. I’m Pelly D. It’s pretty simple. I RULE!

				—It’s my autobiography, I told her.

				—I thought you already wrote that.

				She was so right. I already had – the first fifteen years of my life at least. Then the whole fascinating lot got corrupted by a computer virus. Like the hardy first Colonials, I’ve switched to paper. I’m so resourceful.

				I got this diary from Moma Peg as a reward for . . . for something. I don’t know what. Maybe it was just a pressie & I don’t have to earn it, like I do with Dad. Dad says I’ll get rewards when I do better in exams (tho I’d like to see him take a nano-second out of his schedule to say well done the day I hit jackpot with my grades). Mum’s idea of a reward is being signed up for one of her Kinetic Kolor Klasses downtown. Entirely No Thank You! Moma Peg is so much simpler. I think she likes me, & she doesn’t like many people. I like her & I don’t mind admitting it. She ruffles my hair – the only mortal on the planet with that privilege – & tells me I’m sweet & clever & destined to go far.

				Nobody minds that sort of attention.

				I don’t know where Moma Peg got this diary from. Some of the front pages are torn out. She probably traded it for something, like when I gave her that perfectly decent pair of sun specs & she just swapped them for some piece of antique tat that was only going to go warped in the humidity. Moma Peg trades all sorts of stuff. You’d think she’d’ve saved up enough to get an apartment by now, but no, she says she’s happy sitting out under the Cimarron watching the world cross the Plaza.

				I sit with her sometimes, but best of all I like it up here, up on the roof of the school, perfectly flattered by the light dancing off the top of the pool. Life is just so-o-o good! I’ve got the gang (all trying to read this over my shoulder – yes, you Sassy B, get your nose out of my private affairs!), I’ve got the guys admiring, & the rest of the world at my feet.

				& I’ve got water on my diary now. Damn. Paper’s so useless.

				Pick up the pen & write again! (Be still my trembling fingers . . .) I’ve just seen the most offworld guy with the sweetest soft eyes & the best washboard abs in school history. When did HE sign up to Saint-Antel’s High, & why wasn’t I informed?!

				—Who’s my new conquest? I asked Sassy B.

				One of Sassy B’s many good qualities is her ability to suck gossip out of a stone.

				—Him? He’s in your brother’s year – Ant Li. You know, from the Linveki family? Just one of the richest families in City One & big in the Atsumisi Heritage Clan. I heard his parents are here in City Five to manage some rich Atsumisi company, she says.

				Like, like & like! (What’s not to like?)

				Dad deals with a lot of Atsumisi from City One, even with the Heritage Clan. City One is definitely flavour of the month – some big money’s being sunk in their new irrigation system. Of course, they do think they’re god’s gift to the gene pool, but I can relate to that.
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				Once, about three years ago, Toni V had been part of a gang doing demo on an abandoned factory in City One. He’d been working happily enough, swinging a big sledgehammer into a wall – very satisfying – when all of a sudden he’d trodden in something soft that moved. His foot was stuck in an asci nest. Ascis didn’t normally breed in the driest summer months, but the factory was built down near a canal where the ground was soggy from a leaked recycling centre, and the little ascis were obviously thriving. Before he’d even had time to move or swear, his right leg had been a swarm of insect life. Ascis weren’t deadly by any means. They just made your skin crawl when you had half a hundred running all over you.

				And that was exactly how it felt reading the last diary entry – as if he had ascis running over the back of his neck; a stomach full of them, even. Toni V checked the name again. Yes, she had definitely written Linveki.

				That was a bit of a stunner. The Linveki family, as in Linveki Hydro, owned the biggest water company on the planet. Toni V didn’t know any of the Linveki family personally of course, not even this boy Ant, who seemed to be such a hit with Pelly D. Toni V had a hazy picture of Ant Li looking a bit like Hood N – all fit and confident and movie-star-like.

				As for Pelly D, he couldn’t imagine what she’d look like.

				Rich? Yes.

				Stupid? Not sure.

				Pretty?

				No, probably not pretty, he thought. Probably gorgeous.

				Probably the sort of girl who’d be perfect for TV ads – the ones that showed beautiful people drinking Blue Mountain brand water, their throats tipped back and their lips all wet. Or, she could be in a pool ad, all sleek underwater and smiling .  .  .  and that probably wasn’t something he ought to be thinking about.

				Toni V grinned. For all that she was rich, stupid, pretty, whatever, he couldn’t help liking Pelly D. She seemed very much alive and exciting to him. He felt certain that if he ever met her (which, he guessed, was probably never going to happen), he knew that she’d be unforgettable.

				Which reminded him that she’d somehow forgotten to retrieve her diary from its peculiar hiding place under the City Plaza.
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				18.5

				Not much to write today. Mountains of waffles for dinner, then went to Sassy B’s for the usual. Oh, got a new top – it’s cute. I saw Marek T gawping from the back of class. As if he’s got a chance. No sign of Ant Li. (Swoon & sigh.)

				19.5

				God I hate that woman! She’s not my mother! No way can I be made from HER genes! All she does is go on at me. It’s like I can’t even get in the door without her pouncing like a mad dog: did I get to class on time? Did I speak to our beloved Head Teacher, V Gallesi?

				No & NO! Getting to class on time wasn’t going to happen – not when I had to be at the dock watching the Marie-Cloud berth. She’s back from the ocean crossing to Overseas – Santanna Port, I think – then she came up the waterway to City Five. She’s such a beaut. I cd live down by the docks – watching the little mail boats skim up & down, all multi-coloured sails & fresh varnish. The hulking supply ships were clogging up the waterfront – some were in from as far away as City One, but no others from Overseas. Big Bro says the Marie-Cloud’s the only ship for him. He’s working on a scale-model, complete with rigging. I’m not THAT obsessed. As soon as he’s done training, Big Bro’s signing up. He will as well. Mum’ll flip of course. Dad’ll do the old I-give-up-on-you-kids routine, then go off to make more money. He’s so Atsumisi like that.

				Just found out that Big Bro def does have classes with Ant Li. The girls are placing bets on how long before he succumbs to the Pelly D charms. They’re so sweet & loyal.

				20.5

				Mum emailed V Gallesi so I got pulled from History class. So-o-o embarrassing. Kasuko M sniggered & everything. Marek T sent a soppy smile – I suppose he thinks he’s being supportive. Like I care. Nobody asked me if I wanted to get hauled off to the Head, did they? V Gallesi’s got yellow eyes like Cimarron. I hate her. No, I despise her. She gave me all the usual stuff – about disappointing Mum & Dad, but most importantly, did I realize I was letting myself down? etc. etc. You’re a bright girl, she says, with that whole let’s-be-reasonable attitude.

				I AM perfectly reasonable! Did she even stop to ask me my motto? . . .

				DON’T TRY – DON’T GET.

				Simple. Works for me every time. The fact is, I’m not trying for good grades bcs I don’t care about getting them. The whole job thing seems like light years away (well, a couple of years at least) & nobody said anything about needing A-pluses in the meanwhile. I’m Queen Bee in the gang right now – got everyone trying to be like me or be near me. What else do I need? & how much use is schoolwork going to be when I’m off on the high seas in the Marie-Cloud? I haven’t told the gang that bit about my future. As far as they’re aware we’ve all made a pact to take the ferry over to City One to become Successful Something Or Others. Dad said I talk so much I’d make a good lawyer. Mum reckons I shd be an artist like her. As if I’m going to spend all day up to my arms in wet clay or paint or whatever she does. NOT my thing!

				Moma Peg’s all right about it. She said I shd just do as I please. Too bad nobody pays her any attention. That’s what you get for being old & fat & sitting under a Cimarron tree all day.

				—Don’t you use sun block? I said.

				—Sweetness, she said, I came out the lab burnt & no skin stuff’s going to change that.

				It’s not true, bcs she once showed me a picture of when she was a girl – about Lil Sis’s age – & she’s a pretty enough brown like everyone else.

				She’s not uptight like Mum n Dad. She waddles under the sprinklers when they spray Saint-Antel Plaza every night. I asked her, doesn’t she mind when kids make fun of her? But she goes: no little flower, cos I know something they don’t. I asked her what & she didn’t say. That’s so annoying. She’ll tell me tomorrow if I take her another bottle of that gorgeous flavoured water Dad imports from Overseas, Blue Mountain brand. She likes cherry flavour best. So do I.

				23.5

				Got Y Bretton for History again. Is he boring or what? If the real teacher’s going to be off sick so often why can’t they get a good substitute? First class of the day too. I made a totally reasonable explanation of stopping by the Marie-Cloud again & he said ‘huh’ in that feeble way he’s got.

				‘Colonials’ again today. Yawn yawn & yawn. I wish everyone wd stop jabbering on about them. Who cares about that old stuff? I think we shd pay more attention to current affairs, & I said so. I don’t mind saying what I think. Y Bretton went all serious on me & said we can only work in the present if we understand the past. That’s because he’s old. He’s got a past – a long & achingly dull one. I have a PRESENT & a FUTURE.

				Y Bretton wants us all to write a paper about the early Colonial gene pool & how the lab embryos were adapted once the ships had landed & base camps set up. It really winds me up, this whole gene tagging thing. It’s such an Atsumisi Heritage Clan obsession. I’m half-tempted to believe Marek T (not publicly of course), cos he reckons that the only reason there are the different gene tags is thanks to a big cock-up on the Colonial ships when they were on their way here. His wacko theory is that something went minorly haywire with the Cryo (mmm, listen to the boy go technical) so that the test-tube embryos had a nano-variation in their epi-genes. When they were grown to foetuses the variation resulted in the Big Three gene families – the Atsumisi, the Galrezi and the Mazzini. That’s his theory. He’s been wrong before – like the So Wrong time he tried to ask me out when we were both ten years old, before he got that disgusting upper-lip-fluff he likes to think of as puberty.

				Still, foetus fiasco or no, the Colonials built a brave new world, & I for one am very proud to live in it. No cars, no violent crimes & five capitals of Cultural Renaissance on this continent alone. Well, the way City One bang on, you’d think they were the Capital of just about Everything On The Planet. I suppose it comes from being the first Landfall from orbit, it makes them act like the other four Cities were an afterthought. I prefer the theory that each City improved on the last one, tho there’s no getting away from the fact that City One is where you go for the Big Time. (If you don’t mind being bombarded with propaganda from the Atsumisi Heritage Clan fanatics; yes, those guys you see on TV all the time going, Nyah! Nyah! My genes are better than your genes.)

				Waste of spacers! Waste of paper, too. Back to . . . back to? Oh yeah, I remember: hurrah for us! Let’s face it, we haven’t impacted on the host planet’s environment (unless you count noise pollution from the Milky Way bar on F-day night!). We haven’t accidentally managed to wipe out the planet’s indigenous population (there wasn’t one). & we haven’t any immediate plans to blast everybody into nuclear winter just bcs of some minor diplomatic quibble. Result.

				Yep – we should be well pleased with ourselves. Home From Home is a place where everyone lives & works together without fear (read my end-of-term paper on the topic!).

				(Brief digression while I imagine self getting Citizenship Award from General Saint-Antel for noble duty to City Five and fellow human beings.)

				But you know what? Now that I’ve started on the Atsumisi, I turn on the TV & there’s the head of the Heritage Clan bleating on at us AGAIN. I can’t believe he thinks he’s the end product of evolution, this General Insidian guy. I mean, has he looked in a mirror recently? His jowls are so heavy they hang down his face & flap over his collar. He’s nothing like our General: I swear Saint-Antel was created from kevlar, he’s so tough & sculptured. He doesn’t have time for the whole gene family crap. While the TV companies run graphs showing projected estimates for the three gene families, General Saint-Antel is the voice of reason. Like me.

				I say: so the Atsumisi have this epi-gene, and the Galrezi haven’t, and the Mazzini have but it’s dormant? WHO CARES? Shdn’t someone tell Insidian that he’s hogging the Boring Old Fart gene? No one else cares about the whole issue; at least, no one except the Atsumisi from City One who think they own the continent, plonking their base camp in the best site & telling everyone else to go find their own beauty spot. Well that backfired, didn’t it? They’ve got the most swish City on the planet . . . & they’ve had a drought. & now Insidian’s activated his I’m-A-Creep gene & he’s asking General Saint-Antel to send water from our reservoirs till the City One irrigation system is sorted again. Insidian shd learn to ask nicely: General S-A won’t ever let City Five give in to demands from City One.

				Marek T says everyone ought to get equal water. What does he know? His family haul their water in by hand – Sassy B told me. I’d rather die than live in an apartment without running water. I mean, how do they fill their pool? Ant Li’s got one of those new pools with 3D holograph reflectors on the bottom. I told Mum & she says we shd get one. They’re so cool. Big Bro’s seen the Linveki pad already and he says it’s offworld. I told him he shd get me an invite. He told me not to get my gills in a twist. I thumped him in the stomach. He wrote Pelly D’s a loser all over the computer screensaver & I cdn’t work out how to get it off. I hate him.
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