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For Julian




CHAPTER 1


A Spark of Excitement


Has anyone ever told you how hard it is to sleep beside a dreaming beagle-bot? Probably not – most people don’t realise that beagle-bots are meant to be left turned on at night. Their digital dreams help them process the day’s events and store the day’s memories – just like our dreams do. That’s all well and good, but Oscar’s night-time twitching and barking can keep me awake for hours.


This is one of those nights.


I’ve finally drifted into a semi-half kind-of sleep at 8.05 am when I hear a loud thud above my head. For a moment I think it’s Oscar, leaping up to chase an imaginary cyber-cat. But then I hear a familiar voice.


‘Max! Are you awake yet?’


‘Well, I am now, Jessie … ’
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‘Sorry, pal. I kinda thought you’d like to see this one straight away.’


‘What’s this one?’


‘I was hoping you might be able to tell me!’


I sit up and switch Oscar to fully-awake mode. Then I step out of the packing case we use as our bedroom, and rub my bleary eyes.


My best pal, Jessie, is standing just behind our packing case. She’s holding a black rectangular object in her hand and staring down at it with a puzzled look on her face.


It’s part of Jessie’s job to identify the objects that come to our home – the Bluggsville City Museum storeroom. When she needs help, Oscar and I are always happy to lend a hand, or a metal paw! These little jobs keep us alive. When Jessie identifies a new object, she gets paid a few extra dollars. When we identify an object for her, she gives some of those dollars to us. Oh yeah – she also lets us live in the storeroom for free! We’d probably be living on the street and foraging for food scraps if not for Jessie’s friendship.


I’m yawning as loud as a mooing cow-borg when Jessie hands me the rectangular object. It’s about 12 centimetres long and 6 centimetres wide. One of its sides is shiny, like glass. The other side seems to be coated in protective plastic.


It kind of looks like … nothing at all. It’s probably the most boring object Jessie’s ever brought to us – at least since the 1986 pencil eraser she’d mistaken for a chunk of 22nd century bubble-gum.


‘Hmm,’ I say, trying not to roll my eyes. ‘You woke me up for a shiny plastic brick?’


‘It’s definitely not construction material,’ she laughs. ‘Have a close look at the ends.’
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Jessie hands me the mysterious thing, and I look at it closely from top to bottom. There seems to be a press-able button at one end. At the other, I can see a metal-edged hole that looks like an in-built dock, and two little sets of holes that look like tiny speakers. Perhaps there’s slightly more to this than I thought …


‘In my professional opinion,’ I say, ‘I think it’s a pillow warmer from 2098.’


‘But look at that input dock,’ replies Jessie. ‘It looks a lot like the electrode dock from a hair-growth stimulator. They were huge in the 2050s.’


‘No way!’ I yelp. ‘This is definitely some kind of sleep enhancement device. I might need to borrow it if Oscar keeps barking at night!’


We could argue about it all morning, but Oscar has different plans. His ears prick up and he stands on his hind legs like a startled hyper-hamster. Usually, this means he’s seen a robo-rat across the storeroom, but not this time. No, this time, the robo-rat’s right on top of our packing case!
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Oscar leaps into my arms and tries to use me as a ladder to get to the top of the case. As he scurries up, I squeeze onto him. He squirms in my arms, but I hold on tight. These ridiculous rat chases usually end badly. Oscar breaks at least one body part, and I have to spend hours putting him back together again.


The robo-rat doesn’t make things any easier. It leaps off the packing case and grabs hold of the nearest ceiling support beam. As it scuttles upwards, I can feel Oscar’s body heating up like a frying pan. He’s squiggling like an overgrown cyber-slug.


‘Oscar!’ I yell. ‘Control yourself!’


Suddenly he stops still, but it’s not because of anything I’ve said. There’s a shower of sparks flying out of his back end! I have to drop him before he burns any more holes in my t-shirt.


As he slides down my leg, Oscar brushes against the mystery device, which is still in my right hand. A big zap of electricity bolts out of his tail and surges through the device. Oscar crunches into the concrete floor, but for a moment I forget all about him – all of a sudden, the shiny side of the device has started glowing! It definitely seems to be some kind of screen.


It starts off white, then turns a light blue. Then, it goes black again, and a time display flashes across it. As quickly as it appeared, the time vanishes and the display changes again. Now it’s just a black background, filled with rows of coloured symbols. At the bottom of the screen there’s an icon of an old-fashioned phone receiver – the prehistoric kind, from when phones plugged into wall sockets! That kind of receiver hasn’t been used for about 360 years, but I recognise it from the Telecommunications History display at the museum.


‘This is incredible!’ yells Jessie, her face lighting up like Oscar’s sparks. ‘You’ve just reactivated a mobile phone from the 21st century – the 2030s or 2040s, I’d say.’
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Jessie’s a big fan of phones. She’s uncovered lots of old ones that are now part of the museum’s display.
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