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  Baku: a robot-animal companion




  Moncha Corp: the company that manufactures bakus




  Monica Chan: the founder of Moncha Corp and inventor of the baku




  Eric Smith: Monica’s business partner and co-founder of Moncha Corp




  Companioneers: employees of Moncha Corp responsible for the design and creation of bakus




  Monchaville: a district of Toronto funded and maintained by Moncha Corp




  Profectus Academy: the elite science, technology, engineering and mathematics school funded by Moncha Corp




  BRIGHT SPRK: a rival technology company to Moncha Corp




  Halo: the BRIGHTSPRK personal assistant device




  Derek Baird: former professor at Profectus Academy and secret corporate spy for BRIGHTSPRK
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  MY FIRST THOUGHT WHEN I wake up is that I am not in my own bed.




  Bright lights shine above me, and I lift my hand to shield my eyes. At my movement, a little robotic creature springs to life.




  >>Good morning, Lacey. How are you feeling today? asks his soothing electronic voice.




  I struggle to sit up, but my head is spinning.




  >>Your vital signs are strong, but you might want to take it easy.




  The baku hops down the bed, curling its soft body around my wrist. My vision swirls, nausea rising in the back of my throat, so I close my eyes and tilt my head back against the cool metal headboard. Slowly, I come back to myself. When I open my eyes again, my vision is much clearer.




  Wrapped around my wrist is a little chinchilla baku, its shiny robotic eyes blinking up at me. ‘Where . . . where am I?’ I try to say, but my throat is bone dry and the sound comes out with a horrendous rattle.




  >>I’ll order you some water.




  ‘Thank you,’ I croak. Then he crawls back up my arm, projecting a keyboard on to my lap. I type out the rest of my questions.




  Where am I? I ask.




  >>You’re in Toronto Main Hospital. My name is Picchu and I’m your designated hospital-baku.




  Suddenly, the nausea is back with a vengeance. I’m in hospital?




  My mind feels so muddled.




  I check my body, but apart from the IV stuck in my arm, there doesn’t appear to be any serious injury – no casts for broken bones, no mysterious bandages.




  I cast my mind back, struggling to find a memory that might explain what’s going on.




  There’s nothing.




  Fear and shock make my hands shake. It takes me a moment before I can type again.




  What happened?




  The chinchilla burrows up against me, trying to calm me down.




  >>I will call for a nurse.




  I shake my head. I don’t want a nurse. I want my mom.




  ‘Jinx, call Mom,’ I croak. I look around the room, searching for my black cat baku. Bakus are robotic companions, designed to keep us connected to our friends and family, to our social networks and to the outside world. But Jinx is even more than my companion – he’s my friend.




  There’s no answer from him.




  >>I’m sorry, but all personal bakus are confiscated in this ward, says Picchu.




  I frown. I want to argue but I hardly have the energy.




  ‘Can you open your messaging app?’




  >>I’m sorry. We don’t allow access to external messaging or social media apps for hospital patients.




  He sounds way too chipper to deliver such a disappointing message.




  Picchu might be cute, but he can’t connect me to the outside world. I guess it’s supposed to be for my own benefit – to keep me relaxed and ensure that my stress is low – but I just feel isolated and alone. And scared.




  Really, really scared.




  I focus on Picchu as he moves around my body, doing his routine checks. I’ve seen one of these chinchilla bakus before, at school.




  Bits and pieces of information from my lessons come to me. His super-soft, synthetic fur is totally sterile, and while he is designed to be very affectionate and cuddly, he also takes care of monitoring my vital signs. His soothing vibrations are able to guide me to sleep and help with pain management too.




  I frown. How come I can remember class lectures, but I can’t remember what happened to me? Where is Jinx? Did I have an accident?




  ‘Oh good, you’re awake,’ says a nurse, who bustles in with a poodle baku conveniently trotting at her heels. Picchu immediately heads towards the poodle, his little tail connecting with the poodle’s shiny black nose.




  ‘What’s he doing?’ I ask, frowning as the chinchilla flashes a blue light.




  ‘He’s updating me with your vitals.’




  ‘Oh . . . and there I thought he was just being friendly.’




  The nurse laughs. ‘He is. But he’s useful too. And so is Catcher here. He’s able to monitor all the patients on my ward at the same time and – if there’s a crisis – he can move a lot faster than I can. Very helpful, these bakus.’ She hands me a juice box, which I gratefully take a sip of. The liquid soothes my scratchy throat.




  ‘Oh right, we learned about that at the Academy,’ I say, followed by an embarrassingly loud slurp.




  ‘A Profectus student, are you?’ She raises an eyebrow.




  ‘Yeah,’ I reply, feeling a blush rise in my cheeks. Profectus is the top high school in the country, a science and technology-focused academy whose graduates often end up with jobs at Moncha Corp, the company who manufacture the bakus. It’s always been my dream to be a student there.




  ‘Well, great news, Lacey – Picchu’s data shows a marked improvement. In fact, your vital signs are normal and healthy.’ The nurse pats Catcher on the head. ‘I think we’ll be able to get you out of here in time for the Christmas break.’




  I sit bolt upright, a searing pain streaking its way across my forehead.




  ‘No, no, still not time for any sudden movements,’ she says, gently placing her hands on my shoulders and guiding me back down into a resting position.




  ‘But . . . but Christmas break? That means I’ve been out for . . .’




  ‘Almost a whole month. It’s the strangest thing. You’ve been in and out of a coma that we can’t explain. No obvious head injury or other wounds, except a little bruise on your arm.’




  My head spins with that information. A whole month out for the count? A coma? What happened to me?




  The last thing I remember is . . .




  Is . . .




  Just a blur.




  I squirm in the hospital bed. ‘Where’s Jinx?’ I ask the nurse. ‘Where is my baku?’




  Before I know it, Picchu is back, curled up around my throat. I can feel my muscles – which are so tense I feel like an elastic band stretched and about to ping – relax.




  ‘I know you have a lot of questions, my dear. Visiting hours are coming up and your mom will be here. She’ll be so pleased that you’re awake and healthy. If things continue like this, you’ll be home before you know it – and your baku will be returned to you.’




  I calm my breathing. Jinx is okay.




  My desire to see Mom is suddenly overwhelming. I want her arms around me.




  ‘There’s also someone else who’s been visiting almost every day. He’s very devoted to you.’




  I frown. ‘He?’




  For some reason, that makes the nurse guffaw with laughter. ‘I’ll leave you to figure that one out on your own. For now, I have another dose of medication for you, and then you should get some rest.’




  Rest sounds like the absolute last thing that I need. I want to move, to get up and figure out what’s been happening in the month that I’ve been in hospital. My muscles feel thin and wasted, and I want to walk, to run, to do something.




  Then the drugs kick in and I end up back in a deep and dreamless sleep.
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  ‘I THOUGHT YOU SAID SHE was awake!’ Mom sounds frustrated; frazzled. ‘This is beyond ridiculous. I want to take my daughter home now!’




  I can hear her, but she feels just out of reach. My eyes are glued shut with gritty sleep. I tilt to the side, reaching my hand out in the direction of her voice.




  ‘Mom?’ I manage to whisper.




  ‘Lacey!’ She’s by my side in an instant, her warm hands clasping my outstretched one. I instinctively grip back. I’m coming back to myself. I can feel it.




  I force my eyes open and wriggle until I’m sitting up. Mom wraps her arms around me, her embrace warm and comforting. ‘Can we go home now?’ I ask, speaking directly into her neck.




  ‘Yes, honey,’ she says, stroking my hair. She’s holding me so tightly; I don’t think she wants to let me go.




  Her tone changes as she addresses the nurse. It’s much sterner. ‘Have you finally figured out what happened to her?’




  The nurse makes a show of scrolling through the data on Catcher’s back. ‘We’ve been treating her for mild hypothermia which she has now completely recovered from, which is why she is feeling stronger. And she hasn’t lost consciousness in the past forty-eight hours so we’re hoping this is the end of it, now.’




  ‘So does that mean I can take her home?’




  The nurse nods, and her expression softens into a smile. ‘I think the doctor wants to do one more examination to give her the all-clear, then we can formally discharge her. In the meantime, I should mention that there’s another visitor . . .’




  Mom smiles too. ‘Yes, you can let him in.’




  The nurse pats my leg and leaves the room, Catcher trotting at her heels.




  ‘Have I really been in this hospital for almost a month?’ I ask Mom.




  ‘Twenty-seven days, and I’ve counted every minute of every one of them,’ she replies.




  ‘Wow,’ I reply. Then my voice drops. ‘I don’t remember anything about why I’m here . . .’




  ‘That’s okay, sweetie. You’ve been through a lot.’ Petal, Mom’s level 1 butterfly baku, flutters around her head, then connects to the small leash that is looped around her ear to charge. Instinctively, I reach up and touch my leash.




  ‘Your baku is at home,’ Mom says. ‘I wasn’t allowed to bring him to you while you’re in hospital. I tried to get you transferred to the Moncha hospital, but an old teacher of yours, Mr Baird? He thought it would be a better idea if you stayed here. And then you were so unwell that it seemed silly to move you. No one could explain what was happening . . . you kept slipping in and out of consciousness.’ Tears well up in her eyes, her voice breaking with emotion. A flash of memory comes back to me – of running through twisting hallways away from . . . away from what?




  My mind draws a blank. I open my mouth to ask Mom about Mr Baird, when there’s a knock on the hospital room door.




  A familiar face pops around the frame and my heart skips several beats. It’s Tobias, his dark brown eyes filled with concern. He’s still wearing his Profectus uniform and in his hands is a tiny box covered in black cat wrapping paper. ‘Can I come in?’ he asks.




  ‘Please do,’ says my mom.




  He grins widely when he sees that I’m awake, and rushes to my bedside. But then he hesitates as he approaches, glancing between my mom and me. A blush rises in my cheeks, and all of a sudden I can’t figure out what to do with my hands. It’s like neither of us knows how to act around each other.




  Luckily, his baku breaks the tension. Aero, a beautiful level 5 eagle, follows him into the room, lands on the railing of my bed and squawks loudly. I reach out and brush his smooth golden feathers, and a series of lights ripple down his wing, where I’m touching it. I smile, wider than I have in a long time.




  Tobias sits down on the other side of the bed to my mom, and squeezes my hand. I squeeze back. ‘I’m glad you’re awake,’ he says.




  ‘Me too,’ I whisper back.




  ‘I’ll give you two a moment,’ Mom says. ‘I’m in dire need of some coffee. Can I get you anything, Tobias?’




  Hearing Mom sound so familiar with Tobias threatens to deepen my blush. But he shakes his head and so do I. ‘Thanks, Mom.’




  ‘See you later.’




  There’s an awkward moment of silence as she leaves the room, and then Tobias and I are alone. My eyes dart around, unsure where to look – and I catch sight of my reflection in the window. I bite my lip – my hair is a rat’s nest, and a month of lying down on the bed has done nothing for my complexion.




  He grips my fingers again, and I look back at him. He’s smiling. Maybe he doesn’t care what I look like. ‘I brought you something,’ he says. He hands over the wrapped box.




  ‘Thanks, you didn’t have to do that.’ I gently tear open the paper, revealing an old-fashioned wooden toy maze, with a marble running through it. I immediately begin turning it in my hands, directing the marble down to a small hole in one of the corners.




  ‘I thought you weren’t the flower-receiving type,’ he says. Then he chuckles. ‘Seeing that look of concentration on your face is exactly what I wanted! And look, you can adjust the maze at the back, so you can build your own by lowering and raising walls. Thought it was the perfect present for my bedbound engineer.’




  The marble drops into the hole with a satisfying clink. I look up at him, unable to help the grin on my face. ‘I love it!’




  He smiles, then turns more serious and leans forward, his elbows on his knees. ‘So, do you remember anything about what happened?’




  I shake my head. ‘I wish that I could . . . can you help me fill in any gaps?’




  Tobias nods. ‘The doctors said you had some memory loss that they can’t explain . . .’ He lowers his voice. ‘We were at Moncha headquarters that night. Carter had stolen Jinx from you to give to his dad.’




  My breath hitches. Carter Smith. My academic rival. Well, our rivalry is more than just academic – it seems his hatred of me runs so deep, he’s willing to steal from me. ‘So we went to Moncha HQ to get him back,’ I whisper.




  ‘Yup.’




  ‘And we got him!’ I remember that. I remember holding Jinx in my arms. Running through hallways away from vicious security panthers.




  Then there’s another flash of memory. This time, it’s of Jinx running away. ‘Oh,’ I say, my voice sounding small. ‘He bolted.’




  Tobias nods. ‘That’s where we lost you. You ran off after Jinx and got trapped behind some locked doors. I couldn’t follow you.’ His voice sounds strained.




  ‘It wasn’t your fault, Tobias,’ I say.




  His hand leaves mine and his fingers tighten into a fist. ‘Do you remember what happened after you chased Jinx?’




  I shake my head.




  Tobias studies me, his eyes searching my face. Whatever he was looking for, he doesn’t find any answers, and his shoulders slump. ‘I still have nightmares about that night,’ he continues. ‘When I realized I couldn’t follow you and Jinx, I freaked out. I waited for you in Mr Baird’s car, just around the corner from Moncha HQ. I sent Aero out to scan the streets to try and find you. That’s when we spotted you passed out in the cold, so I ran to get you. I was so scared . . .’




  ‘You’re the one who found me?’ I ask.




  Tobias nods. ‘I brought you to the car, and Mr Baird drove us to the hospital.’




  I close my eyes, willing more memories to come. But none do. I feel disappointment settling in my bones. I haven’t been very helpful. I know that Tobias, Mom and the doctors had been waiting for me to wake up so that I could provide some sort of explanation. But I can’t.




  When I open my eyes again, I change the subject, unable to bear the disappointment reflected back in Tobias’s eyes. ‘The nurses say that I’ve been in here for almost a month. What . . . what have I missed?’




  ‘Well, with you in hospital, Mr Baird said we didn’t have enough evidence to go to the authorities about Carter or his dad. I mean, all we know is that his dad was trying to take back your baku and since it was Moncha property to begin with . . .’ Tobias shrugs.




  I nod. ‘And what about at school? How’s Ashley? And Kai? And River! Are they okay?’ They had been with us, fighting off Carter’s security bakus inside the headquarters. I hope none of them were hurt.




  ‘They’re fine,’ he assures me. ‘They’re worried about you. Ashley has been taking notes in all your classes; she said she’d drop them round as soon as you’re back home. You’ll catch up quickly though, I’m sure of it.’




  ‘And the Baku Battles?’




  His smile slips a little. ‘Gemma and her team . . . they won the final round.’




  ‘Oh, Tobes, I’m really sorry.’ I know how much Tobias had wanted to win. The Baku Battles were a fiercely competitive Profectus tradition, and an opportunity for students to show off the skills they learned in class. As the captain of the winning team, Tobias would have earned a summer internship at Moncha with Monica Chan herself – the founder of the company. It would have placed him on a par with his older brother. His parents, who also worked for Moncha Corp in high level positions, would have been so proud of him. It was everything he had worked for all through high school. Not only that, but Gemma’s team victory meant Carter Smith had won too.




  Tobias is lost in thought. Then he shrugs and smiles again, although this time it feels forced for my benefit. ‘Don’t worry; I have loads of options. I’m not worried.’




  ‘I know how much you wanted it. I’m so—’




  ‘Don’t apologize. Nobody’s even seen Monica Chan for weeks.’




  Pain spikes in my head at the mention of Monica’s name, and I wince. Tobias’s eyes widen with concern, but I shake my head. ‘I’m okay. I just want to get out of this hospital bed.’




  ‘It will be good to have you back. Things can go back to normal now, can’t they?’




  Images of security panther bakus with snarling, snapping jaws; of Carter Smith with an axe to grind; of Jinx running away from me through the hallways of Moncha HQ, flash in my mind. If that’s what normality is, then maybe I don’t want it. Despite everything, I smile weakly at Tobias. ‘Let’s hope so.’




  At a noise by the door, we both look up. Mom arrives back in the room, a backpack slung over her shoulders. ‘I spoke to the doctor outside, Lacey. They still don’t know the exact cause of your black-outs and memory loss, but as long as we keep an eye on you and take it easy, I can bring you home.’




  ‘Thank goodness! I can’t wait to get back and see Jinx,’ I say, my smile broadening.




  Mom and Tobias exchange a look.




  ‘What is it?’ I ask, crossing my arms over my stomach. I have a bad feeling about this.




  ‘Honey? I don’t know how to tell you . . .’




  As she’s talking, it hits me in a rush.




  Jinx is gone.
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  THE ELEVATOR RIDE UP TO our apartment seems interminable, stopping at almost every floor. Petal flutters around Mom’s head.




  ‘Petal, did you put the heating on?’ she asks.




  >>The apartment is set to 21 degrees Celsius.




  ‘Lights on as well; I want it to be as welcoming as possible for when we get back.’




  I know Mom is saying this for my benefit, reminding me that I’m home. But even the thought of being in my own bed, with all my things around me, doesn’t feel quite right. Because Jinx won’t be there. My companion. My best friend.




  I miss having his cheeky voice in my head. Our telepathic conversations had become normal to me but were so not how other people communicated with their bakus. Jinx was special. He didn’t obey my commands, but he was always there when I needed him.




  But now he’s gone.




  On the ride home, Mom had filled me in a bit more about my hospital stay. The doctors weren’t able to find any sort of adequate explanation for my coma. All they knew was that whenever I woke up, something would pull me back into a deep sleep and affected my short-term memory.




  In the meantime, they treated me for hypothermia, and the something seemed to pass on its own, with time. They said I’d powered my way through it.




  It wasn’t a good enough explanation for Mom or for me. But what could we do?




  Our apartment is small – two bedrooms, a bathroom and a cramped open-plan living room and kitchen – but it’s home. Even the view out over the city is comforting, grey as it is outside. I see that our little plastic Christmas tree has come out of the cupboard – although it’s not decorated yet. I bet Mom has been waiting for me.




  It’s another stark reminder of how long I’ve been in hospital for. It’s almost Christmas.




  We walk into the kitchen and Mom fills the kettle and puts it on the stove to boil. We don’t speak until there are two mugs of steaming hot English Breakfast tea in front of us, and we’re both perched on our preferred stools by the counter.




  ‘How are you feeling?’ Mom asks.




  ‘Better,’ I say, with a shrug. ‘A bit weak.’




  She nods, then lets out a long sigh. ‘The doctor said you might – but that you’ll feel stronger soon. He reminded me that you weren’t in a normal coma – there was no permanent brain damage or lasting side effects, other than the memory loss. And hopefully that will come back too. I’m just glad to have you home.’




  ‘Me too,’ I say.




  ‘Are you feeling up for talking?’ she asks. Mom has her serious face on, the one I don’t see very often because, since it’s only the two of us, she is nicer to me than I deserve. She lets me spend all night in my basement locker, tinkering away. She indulges my hobbies. She lets me attend the school of my dreams even though it must bring up terrible memories for her about my dad, who left us when I was five.




  And how do I repay her?




  By being dishonest and not turning to her for help when I needed it, at the first sign of trouble. Then I get into so much trouble, I end up in hospital for a month.




  How can I explain all this to her?




  Still, I answer her question with a small nod.




  ‘Honey, you have to tell me everything that has happened,’ she says, her tone soft but firm, brokering no debate.




  I open my mouth, but I have no idea how to begin. Plus, there’s something giant hanging over my head. I don’t know how much I can tell her.




  I pick at a loose string on the edge of my sleeve. ‘When I started at Profectus, they made us sign an agreement that said we couldn’t discuss what happens at school with anyone outside it.’




  Mom tuts at me, but follows it with a wry smile. ‘So, did you actually read that document before you signed it?’




  That’s not what I expected her to say. The only sound coming out of my mouth is an unintelligible ‘Uhhh . . .’




  ‘I’ll take that as a no, then. Because if you had, you would have seen the clause that states how parents are exempt from that particular rule.’




  My jaw drops. ‘What?’




  Mom sighs, and Petal brings up the agreement with my signature on the bottom. Or rather, my fingerprint, processed through my baku.




  ‘See?’ she says, pointing at the line. Sure enough, the sentence reads that I could have told Mom what was going on at school all along. My guilt seems several magnitudes bigger. ‘Now, my little tinkerer. Tell me everything.’




  I don’t need any more encouragement than that. The words come spilling out of me like water from a burst dam. I start with the fact that Profectus hadn’t given me money for a level 3 baku at all. I’d found Jinx – or the broken and mangled wreck of him – by the side of the railroad tracks. I’d spent all summer repairing him to full functionality. And then . . .




  I remember what Jinx told me in the basement of Moncha HQ. He was the one who’d hacked into the system and orchestrated my acceptance into Profectus.




  He really was no ordinary baku.




  I tell Mom all of what I know.




  She listens patiently, gasping and groaning at key points in the story, her eyebrows rising alarmingly high up her forehead when I tell her who was after Jinx: Eric Smith. The second most powerful person in the entire Moncha Corporation after Monica herself.




  When I get to the part about Jinx running away from me yet again, I finally break down, my words merging together, almost indistinguishable. I still can’t remember much other than running through the hallways, and the frustration of losing my memory and Jinx is almost too much to bear. Before I know it, Mom wraps her arms around me and pulls me close.




  ‘You should have come to me,’ she whispers into my hair.




  ‘I know,’ I stutter back, my voice choked with tears.




  ‘You don’t have to tackle this on your own. Tomorrow, you and I will march into Moncha headquarters, demand an audience with Eric Smith, and ask him where Jinx is. Even if Moncha do own all the bakus, and even if Jinx is . . . different . . . they can’t just steal him away from you with no explanation. And with Jinx still missing, that’s the most obvious place to start looking.’




  This time when I sob it’s out of relief – not sadness. Mom looks fierce, her blue eyes, so different to my dark ones, shining bright. I haven’t seen her this animated in years, and it ignites a spark deep inside my belly. Maybe things will be okay after all.




  ‘But will Eric Smith see you?’ I say through my sniffles.




  Mom stiffens her shoulders. ‘He had better. He owes me.’




  I raise an eyebrow, despite myself. ‘Owes you?’




  ‘You might be surprised to hear this, but once upon a time, your dad and I knew Eric Smith quite well.’




  I gasp. Mom never talks about my dad. Not since he disappeared when I was five. I’ve never had a proper explanation – maybe it was a mental health breakdown, or stress, or he simply abandoned us. Talking about him hurt her so much, so I learned never to ask questions.




  ‘After your father . . . left, Eric was the one who got us this apartment and my job. Because the one thing he could never give me was an answer. I think he will take my call about Jinx.’




  ‘I . . . I hope so.’ I lower my head and my voice drops to a whisper. ‘I really miss that little baku, Mom.’




  She touches her index finger to my chin. ‘You are so your father’s daughter.’ She pauses. ‘I know he’s no match for Jinx, but do you want your beetle baku back in the meantime?’ asks Mom. She disentangles herself from me, then walks over to a small box next to our television, where Slick is lying – inert.




  She picks him up and brings him over to me, ready to be leashed and recharged. I take him, seeing no other option. Sitting in my palm, I take a second to admire the engineering needed to create even a level 1 model scarab beetle baku. So much technology is hidden within his elegant greenish-purple carapace, a whole host of functions perfectly balanced within such a small package.




  I plug him in to the leash at my ear, and he starts up with a tiny whirr-click.




  >>Hello, Lacey.




  I immediately detach him and throw him down on to the couch, my heart beating wildly.




  ‘Lacey, what’s wrong?’ Mom asks.




  Bile rises in the back of my throat. Something happened, something that ended up with me lying in a puddle, getting soaked through with freezing water, leaving me with hypothermia and in hospital for a month with unexplained memory loss – and I have a feeling that Slick was involved.




  But that’s impossible. Bakus can’t harm their owners.




  ‘I . . . I don’t know,’ I say, still staring wild-eyed at Slick. I force myself to pick him up. I turn him over, staring at the rubbery pads of his feet, not quite sure what I’m looking for. Mom is looking at me as if I’ve lost the plot.




  ‘I think Slick’s not the only one in need of a recharge,’ says Mom.




  I yawn in reply. My head feels as if it’s loaded down with bricks. Maybe she’s right.




  Mom leans down to kiss my forehead. ‘Maybe it was too soon to give you your baku. You don’t want to be bombarded with messages and social media right now. Let’s get you to bed. And tomorrow, we will tackle everything else, okay?’




  ‘Okay. Night, Mom,’ I say, heading towards my bedroom.




  But a loud knock at the door stops me in my tracks.
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  I HANG BACK AS MOM opens the door. Wariness sets my teeth on edge. Who could it be? We haven’t buzzed anyone in, and we don’t get many random visits from our neighbours.




  ‘Can I help you?’ Mom asks, her voice tight. Instinctively I bury my hands deep in the pouch of my hoodie.




  I poke my head around the corner into the hallway, so I have a view of the entrance. I gasp. It’s a team of Moncha guard, dressed head-to-toe in black, complete with slick black panther bakus at their heels. They have a distinctive insignia on the shoulders of their uniform: the Moncha logo, a stylized letter M, with a cluster of stars in the corner. They’re not part of the ordinary Moncha guard. They’re part of Eric’s team.




  ‘Mrs Chu?’




  ‘It’s Ms,’ Mom answers, jutting her chin out in front of her as she opens the door. She’s trying to stand solidly, to show them that they can’t intimidate her – but I can tell that they do. Of course they do. They’re designed to intimidate – everything from their all-black outfits down to their terrifying, robotic-looking panthers. There’s nothing cute and fluffy about these bakus.




  ‘Do you live here with your daughter, Lacey Chu?’




  ‘I do.’




  ‘We have orders to search your residence for stolen Moncha intellectual property.’




  ‘Whose orders?’ Mom stands with her hand on the doorframe, her knuckles turning white as she grips it in fear. Petal is fluttering around her ear nervously, bleeping at her. ‘Yes, I know who they are,’ she snaps at her baku. She must be reminding her these are members of Eric Smith’s personal security team. ‘I can’t just let you in because you say you have some “orders” from somewhere. We’ve just come back from the hospital – where my daughter has been for the past month. Can’t you come back tomorrow?’




  ‘No, ma’am. We were directed to search your property as soon as your daughter returned.’




  She straightens her spine. ‘This is an invasion of our privacy! Unless you have some sort of warrant . . .’




  ‘Actually, ma’am, we can search whatever we like, whenever we like. It’s in the terms of your lease for the apartment.’




  Her face drains of colour. ‘No, it isn’t. I would never have signed something like that.’




  ‘Everyone who lives in this building has signed it. Moncha Corp owns this building, and as such we have a right to enter at any time. This request is a mere courtesy. Now if you and your daughter could step outside with your bakus, we will only need a few minutes.’




  I’ve been cowering in the kitchen doorway, listening to their conversation. But if they’re still looking for Jinx, that means they don’t have him. I don’t know where he is either – so I have no reason to hide. I step out into the hallway and take Mom’s hand. She needs me to be strong with her. Slick is inert in my other hand. One of the security guards narrows his eyes as I pass, eyeing my unleashed baku, so I connect Slick as we step out into the hallway, swallowing down the bad feelings I had a moment ago.




  Even though I know they won’t find anything, it makes me sick to see them enter our little apartment. A few doors open down the hall and then quickly shut again – neighbours wondering what an earth is going on, but also not wanting to get involved. Word spreads in a building like this.




  I’m sure they’ll have plenty to gossip about with Mom and I backed up against the striped wallpaper in the hallway, guarded by panthers and looking like criminals. Mom has never been so close to a security baku, but it’s not that long since I ran away from one. Not that long since I saw one attempt to sink its teeth into my friend’s arm. So much for bakus not being able to harm people.




  Mom’s grip tightens around mine as we hear them move from room to room. Every so often we hear a man shout ‘clear’, and the security team captain sounds more and more frustrated when they don’t find anything. There’s no evidence of Jinx in the condo.




  ‘You two.’ The captain steps outside again and crooks his finger at Mom and me. ‘Come with us.’ Reluctantly we follow him back into our living room. Mom tenses as she sees what a mess they’ve created.




  I’m stunned at how fast things can change. How a home can turn from a safe haven into a prison – how a company can go from beloved to feared. All those things we thought would never happen to us are happening.




  We’re told to sit down on the sofa. All four security guards are in front of us. ‘We have it on good authority that you have been seen with this stolen property.’ His security baku projects a 3D hologram of Jinx on to the table in front of me.




  The hologram is so realistic; tears prick my eyes. My fingers itch to reach out and stroke him. But I try to remain calm. ‘That was my baku – and I didn’t steal him from Moncha Corp. I don’t know where he is. This is my baku now. Meet Slick.’ I hold the little scarab beetle robot out in my hand to show him, but the guard doesn’t acknowledge it.




  ‘We’ll see about that. As you know, Moncha retains the right to record any and all conversations overheard by the bakus.’




  Now it’s my turn to lose the colour in my face.




  ‘I’m going to ask your bakus to play back the conversations you’ve had since Miss Chu was discharged from hospital.’




  Oh no. I told Mom everything about Jinx – which means that Petal heard everything too.




  And then I realize something else. Slick was there when I was chasing Jinx – he likely has information about where Jinx went that I don’t remember. I wish I’d been clearheaded enough to think about that before the guards showed up.




  It’s all going to be over before it’s even begun.




  But then the strangest thing happens. They rewind back the recordings on the cloud for both Petal and Slick, but throughout our conversation about Jinx, there is fuzz and distortion. It’s not obvious, because there are enough audible words to make it sound natural; it’s as if the bakus had been recording during a loud traffic jam. The conversation has been rendered meaningless. I glance over at Mom, but her face is neutral. I wonder what she makes of it all. Even stranger, Slick’s memories of running after Jinx are the same as mine. We’re darting through the hallways of Moncha HQ and then . . . it’s like he goes dead. As if he ran out of battery mid-way through the chase. I’m both happy he can’t give information about Jinx’s whereabouts to the security team, and disappointed that he can’t fill in more of my memory gaps.




  The head guard frowns, but he has no more reason to hold us. As far as they know, there’s nothing we could have done to alter the recordings. As far as we know, there’s nothing we could have done. It’s a mystery.




  ‘We’re adding a directive to these bakus,’ he gestures at Slick and Petal, ‘that if the stolen property is seen or talked about by you two then we will be the first to know. But things will be much easier if you simply cooperate with us and disclose any new information as soon as you know it.’




  I resist the urge to scoff, disguising it instead as a cough.




  ‘Understood?’




  ‘We understand,’ Mom says, through gritted teeth. ‘Will you go now?’




  The man fixes her with a disapproving glare but thankfully, he nods.




  We breathe a sigh of relief once we’re back inside our apartment and the door is firmly shut on the security guards. I feel like I’m standing right on the edge of the line between wired and exhausted.




  ‘Eric doesn’t have my baku,’ I whisper, deliberately avoiding saying Jinx’s name.




  Mom pulls me close, kissing me on the forehead. ‘No. But he still needs to answer for what his son did. Stealing your baku. If he wanted it back, he should have gone through the proper channels. And his son’s actions ended up with you in hospital for a month. Plus, the nerve of sending his security team to interrogate us the night I get you back! Parent to parent, he needs to talk to me.’




  We both jump as Petal starts shaking and vibrating, a strange sequence of lights flashing up and down her butterfly body.




  ‘Time for an update, it looks like,’ says Mom. ‘I swear, these updates are getting more and more frequent . . . they keep adding all these new features and apps to Petal. One day I’m worried I won’t be able to keep up.’ She gestures to her baku, who connects to the leash that snakes around her ear. Petal settles into a more comfortable position on her shoulder, and the flashing lights change to a single pulsing green to indicate her charge.




  ‘Goodnight, Lacey. And don’t worry. I’ll get in touch with Eric and talk to him while you’re at school.’




  School. Profectus. I’d almost forgotten. I’m excited to go back and see my friends, to get back to normal and to focus on my goals. It will be different without Jinx, but I hope he’s somewhere safe. I won’t have to worry about him reading my thoughts any more. I won’t have to hear his cheeky voice in my head, disrupting my train of thought. I won’t have to keep getting into trouble because of things he did, not under my command.




  I try and convince myself that is a good thing.




  Who am I kidding? With Jinx gone, I feel like I’m missing a piece of my heart.




  How am I supposed to live without him?




  





  [image: image]




  WHEN I WAKE UP THE next morning, relieved to find that I am in my own bed. It’s still pitch-black outside. ‘What’s the time, Slick?’ I ask my baku.




  >>It’s 5:05 a.m.




  Oof, that’s early. But I can’t go back to sleep. I lie awake, staring at the ceiling, dwelling on snippets of dreams that seem more like memories. I take myself back to Moncha HQ and the fight with Carter. I can picture that much more clearly now: the large room where Carter was holding a caged Jinx, backed up by the fearsome security panthers. I had back-up too: Tobias, and the rest of my Baku Battle teammates Kai, River and Ashley.




  I remember Slick helping me to free Jinx by removing the black mark on his paw – a device that disabled Jinx’s movement. I remember holding Jinx in my arms and preparing to run away with Tobias and the rest of the team. But then he wriggles out of my grasp, and runs away.




  The next memories don’t make much sense. Running through twisting hallways. Then, I’m standing on a street, in front of a house, but I’m indoors.




  Then I’m outside again. I have an image of cats – not baku cats like Jinx, but real ones.




  I wish I could understand what it all means.




  At half-past six, I drag myself out of bed.




  >>Want to know the plan for the day, Lacey?




  There’s no quip from Slick. No gag. No snark. Just my companion, my little level 1 beetle baku, doing exactly what he was programmed to do, obediently awaiting my commands, ready to help me – not only to tell me about my day, but to help me navigate my way through the world at large.




  I give the slightest nod to Slick and he buzzes around me, projecting my calendar and scrolling through my messages and social media.




  There are a bunch of overdue homework alerts, automatically sent through by Profectus, that threaten to overwhelm me; a notification about a single-line update to the baku terms and conditions; several news alerts about the latest antics of a celebrity which I’d previously subscribed to. I brush them all away, feeling an overriding sense of sadness. I miss Jinx’s familiarity. I would take his quips and personality over Slick’s efficiency any day. Jinx never laid out my schedule or reminded me about a Maths test. Those things might be useful, but they aren’t what I want. I know I shouldn’t be judging my new little baku. He’s doing exactly what he was designed to do. He’s making my life easier.




  But I don’t want a personal assistant. I want my friend.




  >>With the bad weather in the forecast and traffic ahead, I suggest you leave for school twenty minutes earlier than usual.




  I groan, but roll out of bed. I don’t want to be late – in fact, I want to get there early so that I can meet up with Tobias and the rest of the team before school.




  They’re the only students at Profectus who know the truth: that Jinx was something more than an ordinary baku.




  When I ask Slick to reveal the messages from Team Tobias, I’m bombarded by voicenotes and texts.




  

    ASHLEY: Hi Lacey! Tobias said you might not pick up these messages for a while but I hope you’re okay . . . I was so worried when I heard you were in a coma. I’ve organized someone to take notes in all your classes so you won’t miss a thing. Message me as soon as you’re able!




    KAI: Lacey! OK, so, we didn’t win the Baku Battles but thanks for making my last year at Profectus hella exciting. Catch ya when you’re back.


  




  River doesn’t leave me a message, but instead sends me a series of videos of him running around, performing silly tricks with his frog baku, Lizard. He’s letting me know he cares, but in his own unique way. My heart swells.




  They’re still my friends. I know that there are going to be a lot of questions left to answer, and I’m going to need their help if I’m going to survive the upcoming scrutiny at school. Not only did I mess up the Baku Battles, but I’ve spent the last month in the hospital. Way to keep a low profile . . .




  I throw on my school uniform after brushing my teeth and running a comb through my hair. I’ve given up attempting to make myself look any more presentable than that – everyone knows what I look like: my face has been emblazoned on the video screens in the arena, sweat dripping off my brow. But it still gives me a thrill to wear the Profectus Academy logo on my blazer. Profectus is the key to fulfilling my dream of becoming a companioneer. The state-of-the-art classrooms are ten times better equipped than at my old school; the professors are all Moncha employees imparting their knowledge; I can take classes in companioneering and coding and product design alongside normal ones like Maths and English and History and French. Almost every new companioneer hired at Moncha is a graduate of Profectus. Students vie from all corners of the globe for a place there.




  And here I am, wearing the uniform.




  ‘Mom?’ I shout from my room. Then I turn to Slick. ‘Slick, can you get a coffee brewed for me?’ Everything in our Moncha-branded kitchen connects to our bakus – he could even make me some toast if I asked for it. But I’m not hungry just yet.




  There’s no answer from Mom – she must be getting ready in her room. I walk into the kitchen and grab my steaming hot coffee, prepared with an extra swirl of cream (just how I like it in the morning – Slick is good) and take a sip. Then I frown. Normally I can hear Mom bustling about in her bedroom, but it’s so quiet, I could hear a hairpin drop.




  ‘Mom?’ I rap my knuckles against her bedroom door. No answer again. I push it open, but the room is empty.




  ‘Slick? Send a message to Mom asking if she wants me to meet her outside.’ Maybe she popped out for a minute.




  >>I’ve just had her automated reply. She’s at work, but she’ll get back to you as soon as she’s on a break.




  At work? Already?




  That doesn’t make any sense.




  Slick vibrates his iridescent wings.




  >>I’ve just had another message through from Mom. It says: Sorry honey, gone in to work early! I’ll see you after school.




  Maybe she’s gone in so early to try and talk to Eric Smith before her shift starts. ‘I guess, send her a reply, telling her OK.’




  >>Done.




  ‘Then send a message to the Team Tobias group that I’ll be arriving at school a little early.’




  >>Done.




  I hope my friends will show up and walk through the doors of Profectus with me. A show of solidarity. I feel very alone right now, with no Jinx by my side.
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