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Chapter 1










Phone and Games





One thing no one ever tells you about Skyburb 6 is how many incredible gaming arcades we have up here. You name it, you can play it. We even have arcades where people and their robo-dogs can play together - and that’s exactly what Oscar and I are doing when a call comes through from our friend Jessie.


Today, we’re playing a game called Grimecraft. It was really popular 400 years ago, and in this particular arcade, it’s all the rage. A few people have even come dressed in 21st century clothing to make a big party of it. There’s a player nearby, dressed in real denim pants and a check shirt made from real cotton. They must be worth a fortune!
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I’ve taken a real liking to Grimecraft. It’s a nice escape from everyday worries - and we have plenty of those! The aim of the game is to build a world of your own with digital blocks. Other people can join you online, helping you build your houses and roads. It all seems incredibly old-fashioned compared to the 5D games we play these days, but I can see why people liked it so much all those years ago.


I’m just about to put the final tile on top of a hospital I’ve been building when the call comes through. Oscar’s back panel pops open and the name ‘Jessie’ flashes across his screen. I reach down and grab the phone goggles from inside the panel.


‘Hi Jessie,’ I say, sliding the goggles over my eyes. ‘What’s going on back there?’


Back there means: back at the Bluggsville City Museum Storeroom, where Oscar and I have secretly lived since we escaped the Skyburb 7 Home for Unclaimed Urchins, just over two years ago. Jessie manages the storeroom, and lets us live in the middle of it, in an old wooden packing case. It works out well for all of us -Oscar and I have a place to sleep, and Jessie has two of the most devoted helpers she could ever find. Whenever she can’t identify an ancient object for the Museum, we help her out. And - without meaning to brag or anything - we’re quite good at it! She even pays us a few dollars when we’re successful.


‘I’ve got something pretty special today,’ she says. ‘I think you’d better come straight in and take a look.’


We always get a bit excited when Jessie says something like that. It usually means she’s found something incredible, like a prehistoric pencil sharpener, or an ancient apple peeler. Sometimes it’s even something electronic - a big specialty of ours.


‘Can’t you just show us through the goggles?’ I ask.


‘Why ruin the surprise!?’ she laughs. ‘You’ll love it, I promise.’


Even though we still have $110 of credit left on the game, I take my phone goggles off and hand them back to Oscar.


Five minutes later, we’re darting into the dark laneway we use to get into Jessie’s storeroom. We take a quick look back to make sure no one’s seen us go in, and hurry towards the far end of the lane. Just on our right, there’s a little ventilation grate at ground level. I shake it loose, and pass Oscar through to the other side. I hear him sliding down the metal pipe we’ve set up inside, and bouncing onto the mattress at the bottom. I climb in, close the grate behind me and slide down after him.


We both jump up and dust ourselves off. It takes a lot of effort to un-dust ourselves in such a huge, dusty storeroom! From here, I can see our packing case, and the endless mountains of mysterious old items lying around, waiting to be identified and categorised. At the far end of the storeroom, Jessie is sitting at her computer in her workshop. We run straight over and tumble through the doorway.


‘Wow,’ she says, ‘that was quick!’


‘All part of the service,’ I reply. ‘Where’s this exciting item of yours?’


Jessie walks over to a desk on the other side of the room. There’s a small square shape on the desk, covered by a plastic sheet.


‘Hold your breath,’ she says. ‘You’ve never seen anything like this.’


As we all gather around the desk, Jessie grabs the edge of the sheet and whisks it off. We find ourselves looking at a small metal box, with two long, rectangular holes at the top of it.
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‘What do you think about this?’ Jessie asks.


Oscar and I look at each other. I can tell he’s as disappointed as I am.


Jessie’s eyebrows drop. ‘You’ve seen one of these before, haven’t you?’


‘Sorry to disappoint you, Jess, but yes. I’m sure I’ve seen a few of these around. If I recall correctly, it’s a letter holder, from the days when people had to send their mail on paper.’


‘Why would they need a holder for their mail?’


‘I suppose they just stored it in there until they got around to reading it.’


Jessie frowns. ‘That makes sense, I suppose. Sorry to drag you away from your game for something so dull.’


‘That’s okay,’ I say. ‘It’s certainly in good condition, and it does have some buttons on the side that I don’t remember seeing before.’


‘Hmmm,’ says Jessie, ‘it does seem a bit odd for a letter holder to have those kinds of buttons on it.’


There’s one particularly big button - a black one with some numbers or letters beside it - but they’re all too faded to read. It has a long power cord too. It’s the first time I’ve seen one of those on a letter holder.


‘Maybe we’ve got this wrong,’ I say. ‘It’d be very dangerous to put paper letters in an electric device like this.’


‘You’re right,’ Jessie says. ‘They’d go up in flames, which could make them a bit difficult to read, too!’


Suddenly the item is slightly more interesting than it was a few seconds ago.


‘So, what do you think it could be?’ asks Jessie.


‘Let’s find out!’


I press the black button, and we all jump back as a rectangular piece of plastic pops up and out of it.


Oscar leaps up and grabs it before it crashes to the floor. He hands it directly to me.


‘Wow,’ I say to Jessie, ‘another present!’


‘To my eyes it looks like a broken phone from the late 2020s. We’ve found at least five of those this week.’


I turn it around in my hand and look at both sides. ‘Yeah,’ I agree. ‘It’s a strange place to find one, but I think you’re right.’


I drag the bin out from under the desk and reach out to drop the old phone into it. Just as it leaves my hand, Oscar leaps into the air and grabs hold of it.
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