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IS THAT Y[image: images]U, MR PIGGLES?


Ever since I woke with only two-and-a-half memories and my feet dangling in a grinder, I’ve had a few surprises.


263 surprises to be exact.


Here are some of them:


Surprise number 34: The first time I noticed human eyebrows. It’s like you’ve glued furry caterpillars over your eyes.


Surprise number 56: The first time I saw a child sneeze and their head didn’t shoot off like a rocket.


Surprise 109: Everything about human feet.


Most of all, I am surprised that there are always things left to surprise me.


Every time I think I’ve had all the surprises, something comes along that I didn’t expect.


Sometimes it makes everything in me freeze or my screen just becomes two giant eyes trying to take it all in.


So, here is number 264 on my list of Things That Have Surprised Me Since I Woke With Only Two-and-a-Half Memories and My Feet Dangling in a Grinder: Mr Piggles trotting right past a side door of Dr Twitchy’s Emporium of Amusements.


Mr Piggles was a robot pig I had met when I was looking for my friend Beth. Its owner brought me to their home to join her robot pets, but I climbed out of a window and escaped because her son wanted to turn me into a leprechaun.


I did not want to be a leprechaun.


I didn’t want to be any kind of pretend creature with a silly hat and little red beard.


I just wanted to be Boot. I wanted to be me.


So I ran away.


I left behind that horrible boy.


I left behind the pretend pets.


I left behind Mr Piggles.


And I hoped never to see them ever again.


But here was Mr Piggles, metal trotters splashing through the puddles left by morning rain.


While talking to my newest, biggest and rustiest friend Rusty, I had spotted the robot pig passing the open door at the edge of Dr Twitchy’s bowling alley.


“Is that you, Mr Piggles?” I asked in a low voice, half-talking to myself.


“Is that who Mr Piggles?” asked Rusty, whose long, broken arm rested on the top of a rack of dusty bowling shoes.


“That little pink pig robot outside,” I said. “I know it. I met it before.”


I was very surprised, but there was another feeling inside me. I felt a strange fizzing through my tummy wires. My head felt like it was as sloshy as a bowl of water.
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I tried to push away the strange sensation and walked to the door for a look outside.


Rusty leaned over me to get a glance too. “A pig? Never saw a pig before.” Rusty had spent a long time trapped in a Testing Lab, not allowed out. “I thought pigs had wings.”


Mr Piggles didn’t have wings, but it was different to how I remembered. There was a dent in its snout, just like when we met the first time, but it was worse than before – so bad that its nostrils were sideways, one on top of the other. And Mr Piggles was dirtier and had more dents and scratches than ever before.


Mr Piggles was quite broken. Just like I was broken, thanks to my cracked screen and the hole in my hip where a drawer used to be.


I heard Poochy bark behind me.


[image: images]


My robot dog friend bounced out of control into the bowling alley. It did forward flips one after another, with its hair flying around and one eye flashing different colours.


Noke stormed in after Poochy. “Have you seen the mechanical mutt’s control switch? It must have got knocked off when Poochy accidentally got hit by the pins in the bowling alley.”


“When you used Poochy as a bowling ball? When you threw Poochy into the pins?” asked Rusty seriously, mouth of lightbulbs pulsing with each word.


“This is not the time to worry about silly little details,” said Noke, on hands and knees, searching the long bowling lanes.


“Boot saw a pig,” said Rusty. “A pig without wings.”
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From the door I watched Mr Piggles zigzag along the alley’s walls, stopping every now and again to push its dented snout into the damp gutters or small piles of rubbish.


“It’s Mr Piggles,” I said over my shoulder to Noke. “A robot pig I met before I met you. It’s all alone.”


“Are you sure it’s the same pretend pig?” asked Noke, looking for Poochy’s switch under a pile of knocked-over bowling pins. “All those things look the same. Like, when I first ended up on the streets it took me a while to realise all traffic lights were not the same ones, but different ones that just look the same. Although all traffic lights are very rude.”


Poochy did another somersault. And yet another.


“No, it’s definitely Mr Piggles,” I said, my child-like voice rising because I did not like Noke telling me I might be wrong. “It had a dent in its snout, but it’s worse now. And it didn’t have so many bumps and scrapes. And it was cleaner. But it’s the same pretend pig.”


Poochy somersaulted behind me, bouncing off the wall and floor.


My head still felt a bit swimmy and my tummy a bit fizzy. Maybe I had to recharge my solar batteries. I had been indoors all morning, hiding from the early rain. My batteries only had 30 per cent power left.
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“There it is!” said Noke, sliding into a triangle of pins with a clatter.


Believing Noke had got a strike, the bowling lane trumpeted a triumphant tune. From among the scattered pins, Noke held Poochy’s switch high, before ducking under the machine that swung down to sweep the pins away.


“Rusty, would you mind helping me?” asked Noke.


Poochy somersaulted once, twice and then – on the third somersault – Rusty whipped the loose, broken arm towards Poochy, catching the dog.


While Noke fixed the control switch to a bare patch on Poochy’s belly, I watched Mr Piggles and tried to calculate what I should do.


Mr Piggles oinked an electronic oink and trotted down the alleyway. There was no sign of any owner. It did not look like following Mr Piggles would lead to me having a green hat stuck to my head and a little red beard glued to my face.


I still had that strange sensation that made my head feel funny. But not funny in a way that made me want to burp a giggle.


Yet, for some reason I needed to know if the bent-nosed pig was lost – or had been thrown away.


I followed Mr Piggles.





F[image: images]LL[image: images]W THAT PIG!


Mr Piggles weaved through the maze of the city’s alleys, sometimes stopping to oink an electronic oink, or to push its broken snout into a pile of rubbish before moving on again.


Was it lost? Had it been thrown out like so many of us?


Mr Piggles’s wandering journey took me quite a distance from Dr Twitchy’s. Eventually, I didn’t recognise this part of the city, where the buildings crowded in particularly tightly and daylight hardly reached the ground.


The further I went from Dr Twitchy’s, the more my wires began to tighten with worry.


I touched the jewel on my chest, glued there by Beth like it was a medal. Maybe it would give me strength. Maybe it would remind me of when I was brave before. But I didn’t want to get lost or claimed by a suspicious human who might bring me home – or feed me to a grinder.


“Where are you going?” a voice asked. I nearly fell over with shock, spinning around to see it was only Noke standing behind me, chunky eyebrows pressed together.


Poochy scrambled along behind, no longer doing somersaults.
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“You left Dr Twitchy’s without even telling us,” said Noke. “Did an earwig get into your head? That happened to our friend Gerry once and he thought he was a bowl of jelly for a whole week until we realised what had gone wrong.”


“I need to see what’s happened to Mr Piggles,” I said.


“You’re following that pretend pork chop?” said Noke. “The damp must have leaked in through the crack in your face and made you crazy.”


[image: images] said Poochy, spinning around on the spot a couple of times.
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Mr Piggles stopped briefly to examine an overturned cardboard box that had been dumped in the alley before trotting on again with a banana skin draped across its twisted snout.


“I need to follow that pig,” I said, wobbling as I struggled halfway between a walk and a run. I always struggled when walking. Or running. Or anything in between.


“Yep, you must have a leaky face for sure,” said Noke, catching up with me.


Poochy dodged around our legs but as Mr Piggles reached the top of the alleyway and looked around, Poochy got excited and chased up ahead.


Mr Piggles disappeared out of view.


I wobbled after, moving as fast as my egg-shaped legs would carry me. Which was not very fast.


Noke jolted along beside me, making grumpy electronic noises. “Boot, you could be grabbed by a human at any moment. Worse, I could be grabbed.”


Leaving the alley, we were almost knocked over by a tall square robot carrying a large box. A round robot rolled past, nearly clipping my face as it headed the other way.


This street was frighteningly busy. Pressing against the wall for safety, we saw that people and robots crowded the pavement, vehicles passed in each direction and drones buzzed overhead.


Huge screens covered the sides of the skyscrapers above us, each of them flashing adverts for everything from sweet perfume to smelly cheeses, calming teas and explosive movies.


For a moment, it was almost too much for me to take in. I felt dizzy again. I needed to concentrate and search for Mr Piggles, who was lost among the metal and human legs moving this way and that.


“Where has Mr Piggles disappeared to?” I wondered.


“Never mind the bacon bot,” said Noke. “Where’s Poochy?”


The little dog had been here, bouncing around, only half a minute ago. Now, Poochy was nowhere to be seen.


“Where has that bionic barker gone?” asked Noke, pretending to be annoyed, but unable to hide the worry.


Through the noise of people and robots, drones and cars we heard an unmistakable sound.
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“Over there!” I pointed across the road, through the crowds and below the great flashing screens, to a boy. He was tall, but I guessed a little younger than Beth.


He had Poochy under his arm.


[image: images] said Poochy again, long tongue flapping loose. [image: images]


The boy glanced around, as if checking to make sure no one was following. Holding Poochy tight, he slipped into a narrow, dark alleyway.
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“He’s pinched Poochy!” said Noke, dashing away to follow them.


Doing our best to look like normal, unfeeling robots – instead of the worried, panicky robots we were – we crossed the road while walking upright and stiff.


Reaching the alleyway, with its high, graffiti-covered walls, we saw the boy stepping out the far end.


[image: images] said Poochy, peering out from under the boy’s armpit. [image: images]


I stopped acting like a normal robot without feelings and ran quickly again, trying not to scratch my arms on the tight walls. Leaving the alleyway, I nearly crashed into Noke’s back.


We had arrived on a quieter street – stretching out to meet streets at either end of a great square – and almost totally surrounded by tall, glass buildings. One of them had a three-storey high screen wrapped around it, an electronic billboard bursting with brightly coloured adverts.


But across from us – at the heart of the square – was a very strange sight.


Green. Lots of green. So much green I couldn’t count it all. And I can count lots of greens.


A leafy park was squeezed in below the huge buildings that towered over every side of it. Glossy leaves, unruly bushes, lurching trees and bursts of colourful wildflowers spilled through the rusted railings holding everything in.


It was an explosion of nature in the middle of all the glass and concrete.


I have been surprised by a few things since waking in the grinder. This was surprise no. 265 and it felt as big as any of the others.
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