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No pets, parents, soft toys, snacks or electronic devices allowed.


ENTER AT YOUR OWN RISK!
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RAIN FELL INSIDE Augustine’s bedroom. Thick drops pounded the carpet, filling the room with the stench of wet dog. She flicked a switch on her latest invention, the Weather Maker, and the rain eased. The drizzle was then replaced with sunshine. Yellow light spilled across the soggy floor, drying it almost instantly.


Augustine’s passion for the weather was as strong as a gale-force wind. Her invention could bring rain during drought and sun during floods. She could help people in need, maybe even save lives. But first she had to win the Best Invention Competition. Presenting the Weather Maker to the Inventors at Quark’s Academy as part of the competition was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.


She smiled as she re-read her acceptance letter.




Dear Augustine Cobalt,


Thank you for your application to Quark’s Academy. Please be advised you have been successful. You will spend one week at the academy, where you will attend classes taught by leading Inventors and be exposed to cutting-edge science.


When not in class, you will build your invention. This is to be presented at the nationally televised Best Invention Competition on the last day. The winner of the competition will receive the Inventor’s Fund – an undisclosed amount of money, to be spent however they wish.


Meet at 7am this Monday outside the capsule at the end of Molecule Drive.


Parents, pets, soft toys, snacks and electronic devices are not permitted under any circumstances.


We are looking for the best invention. Is it yours?


Inventor Quark


Head of Quark’s Academy





Having parents who were scientists meant Augustine had seen things in her house that most children thought existed only in storybooks. Even as a toddler, she could name every science apparatus that ever existed. The rooms in her house overflowed with inventions and equipment. On most nights, her parents didn’t even have enough time (or space) to cook dinner. Up until she reached the age of four, they fed her teething rusks, biscuits or whatever they could find, even though Augustine had long before got all her teeth. It wasn’t until Augustine attempted to cook her own dinner that things changed. When trying to make lasagne, she knocked over an invention in the kitchen. Her furious mother decided they needed help and hired a nanny. That’s when Flora arrived.


‘Ahhh!’ A terrified shriek came from the other side of the house.


Augustine put the letter on her desk and headed downstairs to the laundry. Flora stood in the middle of the room, cloaked in bubbles.


‘Shooting stars! Flora, are you okay? I can barely see you! You’re camouflaged, hidden, covered, concealed!’ Augustine swept her arm through the popping foam.


The red face poking out from the soapy mass frowned. ‘That robot pushed the wrong button on the washing machine and it overflowed … again! I don’t know why your parents invented that ridiculous mechanical maid,’ Flora tutted. ‘I’m the nanny, why do we need another one? I was trained by Patricia Pompidou, you know!’ She wiped the bubbles from her grey hair.


‘Oh no, Mum and Dad must have forgotten to put the sensory pads on its fingers. The mechanical maid doesn’t know where to press without them.’


Flora rolled her eyes and reached for the mop.


‘Beep, beep.’ The mechanical maid whizzed down the corridor. The robot spoke in broken sentences. ‘Do you – fizzle – iron your underpants – trumpet beans.’


‘It’s short circuiting again,’ said Augustine, shaking her head.


‘Well of course it is, it’s a ridiculous machine and it’s sopping wet,’ said Flora, pulling the mop through the bubbles.


After they cleaned up the mess, Augustine announced her news. ‘Guess what? I got in to Quark’s Academy.’


‘Tremendous!’ Flora hugged her tightly, pressing Augustine’s face into her plump chest. ‘I knew you could do it. I knew it. Oh, I’ll miss you. A whole week away from home. I can’t guarantee the mechanical maid and I will survive without you.’ Flora placed her hands on either side of Augustine’s cheeks. ‘I’m so proud of you. Oh, hang on,’ said Flora, spinning Augustine around. ‘Your hair, my pet, it’s a mess.’


Flora was forever rebraiding Augustine’s long plait but as soon as she did, it unravelled again. Augustine had long ago accepted that her hair would never behave for her, but Flora was determined. She would re-do Augustine’s plait several times a day.


‘There you are! All done. Have you told your parents about the academy? Go on, go tell them.’


In the kitchen, Augustine’s mum and dad sat at the table, peering into a wide plastic tub that was crawling with creatures. The Cobalts’ kitchen wasn’t like a regular kitchen. Test tubes and beakers filled the cupboards. In the fridge, half-finished inventions covered every inch of space. There was heat-sensitive slime and an old tennis shoe with mushrooms growing from it.


Neither of her parents reacted when Augustine sat down.


‘I got in.’


‘To what?’ asked her mother.


‘To Quark’s Academy.’


‘Really?’ said her dad, closing one eye to inspect the contents of the tub more closely.


Augustine saw that the tub was filled with robotic earthworms.


Her dad chuckled and faced her mother. ‘Remember all those years ago when we studied science, Vivvy? How time flies. We never went to fancy places during school break. How lucky your generation is.’


‘Is that Professor Quark’s academy?’ asked Mrs Cobalt, prodding a worm that was curled in a tight coil.


‘Uh-huh,’ replied Augustine. ‘Except they don’t use the word professor there, they say Inventor, because they invent new science.’


‘How ridiculous,’ said her mother.


Augustine rested her elbows on the table. ‘I start Monday.’


‘Mmm.’ Mr Cobalt flicked the curled-up worm onto its front. One of its wings sparked, then set alight. A small fire crackled inside the tub. ‘Flora, fire extinguisher please!’ he yelled.


‘The winner will receive the Inventor’s Fund,’ Augustine went on.


Her parents looked up at her. ‘The what?’


‘Money to spend however we like. They’re not telling us how much. Isn’t it amazing?’


‘Absolutely amazing.’


Flora charged through the kitchen door holding a rather large extinguisher. Without saying a word, she lifted the black nozzle and sprayed the robotic worm. The foam instantly smothered the flames. She exhaled extra loudly.


‘Thanks, Flora.’ Augustine gave her an extra big smile. Her parents often forgot to say thank you so Augustine made sure she always remembered.


‘You’re welcome, pet,’ replied Flora before stomping out of the kitchen.


‘Augustine, what invention are you going to present?’ her dad asked, furrowing his eyebrows.


‘My Weather Maker, a new and improved version. I’ve completed the prototype. I’m going to impress the Inventors, wow them, amaze them, bedazzle them!’


‘Why don’t you use one of our inventions?’ Mr Cobalt said.


‘I can’t do that. I’ve already submitted my proposal. That’s what they accepted me on and that’s what I’m going to present.’ Augustine gave her dad her best ‘stop being so silly’ look and then smiled to herself. If she won, she would give part of the Inventor’s Fund to her parents. Her mum and dad were always so stressed about not having enough money. She couldn’t wait to surprise them. The other part of the Inventor’s Fund would go towards taking the Weather Maker to countries where it was needed most.


‘Well, Augie,’ continued her dad, ‘your inventions aren’t exactly cutting edge. Isn’t this academy for groundbreaking stuff? I’m not sure your weather and star-gazing projects will cut it. Why don’t you try one of mine or your mother’s, something that will blow their knickers off?’


Augustine giggled.


‘Here, have a go at getting this to fly,’ he said, lifting another of the robotic worms out of the tub. The silver worm wriggled between his fingers. ‘You could present something like this but bigger.’


Every time Augustine used one of her parents’ inventions, they either exploded, disintegrated or caught on fire. Her parents had many inventions. Her father was a robotics engineer and her mother a biologist.


Mrs Cobalt’s chair scraped across the tiles. ‘I’m going to see how my experiment is coming along upstairs,’ she said, before leaving the kitchen. Moments later, banging and clanking came from the upstairs laboratory, then something exploded.


‘I’m all right,’ called her mum’s muffled voice. ‘Flora? Flora? Where are you? Bring the vacuum cleaner upstairs please! Actually, on second thought, best bring the turbo device.’


‘Oh, for goodness’ sake,’ Flora muttered as she banged up the stairs.


‘I’m going to win, Dad. I know I can do it.’


‘It’s competitive out there, Augie. Don’t get carried away, keep your feet on the ground.’


Augustine smiled. No amount of gravity could keep her grounded. She was in.
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CELESTE FINISHED ANOTHER chapter of her book, The Secret of Wormholes and How to Manipulate Time, and placed it on her bedside table. If she’d been able to hold the leather-bound, thousand-page book for longer, she would have read it from cover to cover, but her arms ached after only a few pages.


She moved to the other end of the bed and gazed at Quark’s Academy through a pair of binoculars. For the past eleven months and seven days she had watched it being constructed. She had correctly estimated how long the academy would take to be built by calculating its circumference and how many tiles were placed on the dome-shaped building each day. She had even factored in rainy days when the builders stopped working.


Now it was finished. A giant sphere perched on top of the impossibly huge metal tower peeked from the clouds like a silver lollipop. Its reflective honeycomb-shaped tiles reminded her of liquid mercury glittering in the sun. The wait to hear if she had been accepted to the academy had been agonising. Celeste picked up the acceptance letter from her bedside table and read it for the twenty-second time, admiring the gold embossed Q at the top of the page.


‘I may only be eleven but I know I can do this,’ she said as she folded the note. She cleared her throat. Even though she spoke to herself often, she still became embarrassed when she realised she was doing it. She wasn’t crazy of course, it was just a natural side effect of being a problem solver who spent a lot of time alone.


Celeste had worked hard to get into the academy and she knew she could win. Science was about pure logic and logic was something she understood. When everything aligned and fell into place she felt a sense of satisfaction she could barely describe. Perhaps the closest feeling would be connecting the last piece of a jigsaw puzzle and then smoothing it over with a flat hand.


It was her life-long ambition to be a real scientist. On her third birthday, her grandmother had sent her a test-tube set. Celeste adored it. She had loved filling the tubes with muddy water and watching the particles spin about. As soon as she could read, she devoured every science book she could get her hands on. Most recently, that was anything related to wormholes and quantum physics.


She placed the letter on her bookshelf and made her way downstairs.


In the lounge room, her mum and dad, Kim and Roger Putter, cycled in time to the music blaring from the stereo. They wore matching yellow Lycra jumpsuits with the words ‘Team Putter’ on the back. Celeste took a seat on the couch and stared at the front door.


‘Darling, are you all right? You look pale,’ her mother puffed.


Celeste nodded and kept her eyes fixed on the door. Even though she had received her acceptance letter from Inventor Quark, she didn’t want to tell anyone. Not yet. Not until she knew it was really real.


The Putters’ heads swivelled towards the bronze mail slot as it squeaked open. A newspaper poked through then dropped on the striped rug, the headline just visible:






Top 15 – The Whiz Kids of Science Announced








Celeste leaped off the couch and snatched the newspaper hungrily. She examined the photographs of the selected students, smiling at her own. Thankfully, they had used a photo in which her fringe was perfectly symmetrical. Nothing irritated her more than when it wasn’t.


‘Mum, Dad,’ she said, lowering the newspaper and grinning, ‘I’ve been accepted to Quark’s Academy.’


‘Darling! That science place you’re always talking about? Fantastic.’ Mrs Putter pulled a towel across her forehead and slowed her pace.


‘Good on you, champ!’ said Mr Putter.


Ripples of satisfaction rolled through her. It was possibly the most perfect moment of her entire existence.


‘We should celebrate, splurge a little … go out for vanilla swirl ice cream?’ said her mother.


Celeste shook her head vigorously. ‘I can’t go for vanilla swirl ice cream. I need to read and study – there’s hardly any time! I have so much to do.’ She pointed at the newspaper. ‘I’m up against fourteen other kids. That’s only a six point six six per cent chance of winning. I need to focus.’


‘Darling, you’re as determined as your father! We all need to let our hair down a little sometimes.’


‘It’s important to be game-ready; distractions can be damaging,’ said her dad.


‘A little celebration ice cream won’t hurt,’ said her mother, nodding at Celeste.


Celeste shrugged. Which really meant, no way. She would spend every second she could preparing for Quark’s.


‘When do you start? Can we come visit you?’ asked her mum.


‘Monday. I’ll be there for a week. They don’t really like parents visiting, unless you make a special appointment.’


‘Don’t like parents visiting?’ echoed her mum. ‘That’s crazy.’


‘It’s not a regular place. It’s very strict, very elite.’


‘So all you do is science?’


Celeste exhaled. She tried to be patient with her parents. She knew it would take extra work to convince them about the academy. Science was not their thing. They didn’t even know what the quantum field theory was! ‘Everyone is talking about how this academy is going to be the best in the world for child geniuses. Inventor Quark and the team are top international scientists.’


‘What do you have to do? Make model volcanoes or a mouse maze?’ asked her mum.


Celeste’s face must have lost colour at the word mouse, because her mum stuttered and tripped over her next words. ‘Is th-th-that the type of thing you’ll be doing?’


Celeste shook her head. ‘This is world-class, top-secret science. Dangerous even.’


‘Dangerous?’ repeated her mum in a high-pitched voice. ‘I don’t like the sound of that. How do we contact you?’


‘Trust me.’ Celeste placed the newspaper in her mother’s sweaty hands.


Her mother unfolded it. ‘Darling, you’re on the front page of the Dawe Hill Times.’


‘Read it aloud,’ encouraged her husband.


Clearing her throat, Mrs Putter began: ‘“Fifteen child geniuses have been selected to spend one week at Quark’s Academy.”’ She bit her bottom lip and gazed at Celeste. ‘Darling, you’re so talented!’


‘Keep going,’ said Mr Putter.


‘It says here the winner will receive the Inventor’s Fund!’ She thrust the newspaper into his hands. ‘Celeste, you are a star. You can do this. I know you can. You can win.’


‘It’s not a game.’


Her dad placed the newspaper on the table and lifted a dumbbell off the carpet. Purple veins webbed up his arms as he curled it towards his bicep. ‘Everything’s a game, Celeste. Everything. You need to know who the players are, what the goal is, and how you’re going to outsmart the others. You can do it. I know you can.’


‘Win, win, win!’ they cheered and whooped, each taking one of Celeste’s arms and lifting them high.


Celeste couldn’t conceal her grin. Her parents might not know a thing about science, but they knew everything about coming first.


She took up the newspaper again and examined the photographs of the other students, pausing when she saw one face in particular. The newspaper trembled in Celeste’s hands. How on Earth could he have been accepted?


‘What? What is it?’ Her mother marched over and plucked the newspaper from her. ‘Do you know any of them, Celeste? You’re all from different towns. Look, this girl is from Rattle Field, that’s on the other side of the country. You must have beaten millions. Look, Roger, look.’ Mrs Putter pointed repeatedly at the front page.


Celeste stopped listening. How did he get accepted? It wasn’t possible he would be even close to good enough.


They had met only once – at the Dawe Hill Science Fair last year – but that was one time too many. She had worked for weeks on her teleporting machine. Claus (her beloved pet mouse) helped demonstrate her invention. It worked perfectly and the judges were astounded. The boy next in line presented a popcorn-flavoured spray. Rightly, the judges were too wary to taste it. So, instead, the boy swiped Claus from Celeste’s table and fed it to him. By the time Celeste had arrived home, the mouse was dead. Celeste’s chin trembled as she remembered his motionless body and whiskers drooping on her bed.


She would do anything to go back in time and protect him. To be able to turn back the clock and stop terrible things from happening would certainly make the world a better place.


Of course, turning back time was scientifically improbable – for now anyway.
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OSCAR CLASPED THE tiny bottle inside his pocket as he kept a watchful eye on the paunchy dinner guest, Mr Toxeth. He was the newly elected Mayor of Boxville, and the sort of man who could turn the entire community against a person as quickly as he could throw a street parade in their honour. Naturally, Oscar’s parents had invited him over to dinner that very week.


‘Delicious.’ Mr Toxeth placed the gold napkin on his lap and searched the table for something else to eat.


‘I’m glad you liked it,’ said Oscar’s mum, lifting the sauce-streaked plate in front of him. ‘Oscar, why don’t you get the box of chocolates from the kitchen and offer one to our guest, please?’


‘Sounds delicious, thank you, Oscar,’ said the mayor. ‘Tell me, how are you doing at school?’


Oscar shrugged. ‘Good, I guess.’


As soon as he left the dining room, he heard his mum whispering: ‘Oscar does his best, but isn’t the top of the class, unfortunately. Our other son, Toby, is doing brilliantly though, he’s on a scholarship at the moment, in London!’


Oscar clasped the bottle in his pocket again. He had been undecided if he was going to use it or not. It all depended on how the night went. Now, he had no doubt that he would. He reached for the chocolate box and carried it into the dining room.


‘Chocolate?’ asked Oscar, presenting the box to the mayor.


Mr Toxeth licked his lips. ‘I never say no to chocolate.’ Moving his eyes over the rows, he assessed the selection and rubbed his inflated belly with both hands. ‘I’ll have that one.’ He raised a pudgy finger to the square white chocolate in the middle.


‘Let me get that for you.’ Oscar pinched the sides of the chocolate and dropped it into Mr Toxeth’s hand. The guest put it in his mouth. The chocolate rolled from one side to the other. In the middle of swallowing, Mr Toxeth’s cheeks puffed out, then deflated, and puffed out again.


‘What’s wrong?’ said Oscar with a slight grin. ‘Don’t you like it?’


‘Coffee?’ asked his mum, appearing back at the table. She placed the floral porcelain coffee pot in front of her guest.


Mr Toxeth stood suddenly. His belly bumped the handle of the pot and the spout tipped forward. Coffee gushed across the white cloth, forming a misshaped brown stain.


Mrs Blaxen eyed him suspiciously. ‘Are you okay?’


The mayor had now turned asparagus-green.


‘What have you done now?’ She glared at Oscar and stamped her foot.


Oscar could no longer contain himself and exploded into a fit of laugher.


It seemed Mr Toxeth also couldn’t contain himself and spat out the half-chewed chocolate. It catapulted, hit the edge of the table and bounced on the carpet, collecting specks of fluff along the way.


The dinner guest made a strange gurgling sound. ‘That chocolate,’ he said, grabbing his throat with both hands. ‘It tastes of – of – rotten egg and garbage!’ He jerked his way to the front door, knocking into the television and the hat stand.


Oscar laughed behind the shield of his hands. Rotten egg and garbage was the exact flavour he’d aimed for. He had also added a few drops of twelve-day-old socks, but garbage was close enough. Oscar had applied just the right amount of his special concoction (which he had created that same morning and named the Vile Vial) on his fingers, which transferred to the chocolate when he handed it to Mr Toxeth.


‘I’m so very sorry. Oscar can be a handful sometimes but he’s been accepted to the new science academy everyone is talking about,’ he heard his mum say, chasing the furious man to the front door. ‘You’re not going to mention this to anyone, are you?’


Oscar’s dad emerged from the kitchen holding a plate of iced scrolls. ‘We have another son, Toby,’ Mr Blaxen yelled after him. ‘Never plays up. He’s talented and it’s not only sport he’s good at, we think he will be the next big tycoon, a real business guru.’ He shot Oscar an infuriated look. Mr Toxeth was now in the front yard wailing hysterically and jumping up and down.


Before his parents returned, Oscar hurried up the stairs to his bedroom and flopped on his bed, laughing wildly. From underneath his pillow he pulled out the acceptance letter. He enjoyed science. It was the one subject where he actually listened. He even tried to complete the tasks Mr Bromboli assigned at school. But he hadn’t thought he would be good enough to get into Quark’s Academy.


Once, though, he had impressed his classmates during a science lesson: using hydrogen peroxide, soap and potassium iodide, he created a foam ball that reached the ceiling. That was an exciting achievement, but to be picked as one of fifteen in the entire country? That was unbelievable. In his application form to the academy, he proposed creating a taste replicator. If he could pull it off, the liquid would taste like whatever the person eating it thought about at the time. If they thought about cheese it would taste like cheese. If they thought of cake, it would taste of cake. The application had asked for Oscar’s methodology and this was something he hadn’t included. He wasn’t lazy, but he had no idea how to make a liquid that tasted like whatever the person thought of. He knew it was a good idea but to be accepted was a true surprise.


Thinking about going to the academy allowed Oscar, even if only for a moment, to forget about Toby. Lately, he found he was fixated on his brother. Toby at the tennis tournament. Toby receiving first prize in the English competition. Toby and his amazing new friends. When he wasn’t thinking about Toby, he was hearing about him. Dinner always began with something like, ‘Can you pass the salt? Oh, and, by the way, did everyone hear that Toby won another award?’


Toby wasn’t only praised for his achievements, but also his ‘handsome’ looks. Oscar, on the other hand, was ‘unusually tall’, as his mother put it. He was the only one in the family who wore glasses and had brown curls. Everyone else had fair, straight hair. Oscar always seemed to be the odd one out in his family, in every way.


The opportunity to spend a week at the academy gave him hope that he might finally become part of the family. The first whispers he heard of the academy were words like geniuses, famous, celebrities, international success and money; words he was sure would change his life. How could his family doubt him if he was famous? They couldn’t be disappointed in him if he attended the most prestigious science academy in the world.


Prestige was important to Oscar’s mum. She hunted for it the way a lion hunts gazelles. She hadn’t always been that way. Two years ago, Oscar’s dad invested thousands of dollars in a product called Dish Wish, a soap that cleaned dirty plates instantly, no scrubbing required. They were millionaires overnight. They moved from Dawe Hill to a mansion in Boxville and were suddenly having ‘important’ dinner guests over every week. Oscar’s bedroom expanded to four times the size of his old one, as did the number of his toys. Not to mention the Olympic-length swimming pool, home cinema and indoor rock-climbing wall.


The same afternoon he heard about the academy, Oscar went home and showed his mother the application form.


‘Quark’s Academy,’ she’d said, her eyes lighting up as she read. ‘For child geniuses. Yes, yes, this looks very prestigious.’


The opportunity to attend Quark’s Academy was his chance to show his parents and his brother that he was more than a prankster. It was his turn. His turn to show them exactly what he was made of.
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