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For Sebastian and Eleana




Chapter 1


A Sticky Situation


February 5, 2424. It’s a perfect day for walking a beagle-bot around Skyburb 6. Days like this make me glad to live up here. Looking down, all I can see is the smog covering Bluggsville, like a big orange coating of fairy floss. Up here, the sun is shining and the sky is blue – well, almost! Those rich people down on the ground don’t know what they’re missing… except, of course, for the swarms of robo-rats, rusty buildings and crowded streets.


We’re walking down Wagg Street when someone taps me on the shoulder. I turn around and see my old friend Jessie.
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‘There you are, Max,’ she says with a sigh. ‘I’ve been looking for you everywhere. I tried to call you, but all I got was an earful of buzz!’


‘Sorry, Jessie. Oscar’s phone goggles aren’t working at the moment. I’ll try to fix them when we get back to the storeroom.’


‘Can you come back now? I’ve got something I really need you to look at.’


‘Okay,’ I say, ‘as long as it isn’t another 20th century ear-hair trimmer. That thing was gross!’


‘Don’t worry,’ laughs Jessie. ‘It’s definitely not one of those.’


A few minutes later, we’re all in Jessie’s workshop at the back of the Bluggsville City Museum storeroom.


I can’t tell you how lucky we are to be friends with Jessie. Without her, we’d probably be sleeping on the streets. Thanks to Jessie, we have a cosy packing case to sleep in, here in the Bluggsville City Museum storeroom. Even better, Jessie helps us earn a few dollars too.


When she can’t recognise an object that arrives in the storeroom, she passes it on to me and Oscar. If we can identify it for her, Jessie hands us her Object Identification Bonus. It’s only a few dollars, but it means I can eat, and that I can keep Oscar in good condition. The only problem is, if the museum knew she was looking after us like this, we’d all be in very big trouble – especially Jessie.


‘Come and have a look at this, boys,’ she says.


Jessie opens her filing cabinet and pulls out a see-through plastic pouch. Inside it, there’s a long piece of green plastic with a set of white bristles at one end.
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‘I’m pretty sure it’s some kind of toilet brush,’ she says, ‘but it does look a bit small.’


Without meaning to, I start laughing. I’ve seen this kind of object before, and I’m certain that it’s not a toilet brush.


‘What’s so funny?’ asks Jessie.


‘You’re right, it is an ancient cleaning tool, but it’s for teeth, not toilets!’


Suddenly there’s a smile on Jessie’s face. ‘I’m glad you were able to clear that up for me,’ she says with a laugh. ‘But I still don’t think I’ll put it anywhere near my teeth!’


I agree – now that we’ve got Bright-Bite Gum to chew after meals, brushing seems like a pretty boring way to keep our teeth clean.


‘I’ll just grab your Object Identification Bonus,’ says Jessie.


She reaches into a drawer and hands me a crisp $500 note.


‘Thanks, Jessie, that was an easy morning’s work!’


‘I’m lucky you’re such an expert about mouth-cleaning devices! I’ll polish it up straightaway and take it to the Dental Health display at the museum. Now, how about you and Oscar go and fix those faulty phone goggles?’


‘Good idea, Jessie. We’ll go and do that right now.’


Oscar and I go back into the storeroom and sit down inside our packing case. I ask Oscar to open up his back panel and pop out his phone goggles. Right away, I can see the wire that’s causing the problem. It’s broken in half, but it should be easy enough to fix. I’ve reattached plenty of broken wires before.


‘Hey, Oscar,’ I say. ‘Can you go and fetch a heat-pen for me, please?’


Oscar looks very happy to have a special task to do. He leaps out of the packing case and buries his nose in a pile of gadgets on the floor, just a few metres away. He sniffs and rummages through the pile, spreading it across the floor until it looks like a big rug of rusty rubble. After a few minutes, he turns and looks at me with a glum expression on his face.


‘Don’t worry, pup,’ I say. ‘I’m sure Jessie can lend us one.’


As Oscar mopes back towards the packing case, I see that he’s covered in dust… but that’s not what catches my eye. There’s something strange stuck to the side of his nose. It seems to be a small, rectangular piece of paper. He tries to rub it off on the concrete floor.


‘No, Oscar!’ I yell. ‘That could be something valuable! Sit still for a second.’


Oscar freezes on the spot, and I crawl across the floor until my nose is almost touching his. From here, I can see the thing on his nose quite clearly. It’s a rectangular piece of paper, with a strange pattern cut into its edges. One of its corners seems to have been torn off.


Apart from its white border, it’s filled with a photo of a young woman playing tennis – a prehistoric sport that hasn’t been played since the year 2230.


That was when float-tennis took over. Before then, people actually had to run across the ground to hit the ball to each other. That sounds like very hard work to me!
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Very slowly, I peel the piece of paper from Oscar’s nose. I know I need to be gentle with it. Paper hasn’t been produced since 2121, so it has to be at least 300 years old! Although it’s covered in dust on both sides, the blank side that was stuck to Oscar’s nose is still sticky.


‘It seems to have some kind of glue on the back,’ I say to Oscar. ‘Do you think you could find out what it is?’


Oscar shakes his head, and it’s fairly obvious why. Paper hasn’t been used for 300 years, so this type of glue probably hasn’t been used for 300 years either. Oscar’s sensors aren’t designed to analyse such ancient substances.


Knowing how rare and fragile it probably is, I slide the tiny piece of paper into a little plastic pouch and take it into Jessie’s workshop. When I wave the pouch in front of her face, she stares through the plastic with a puzzled look on her face.
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