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For Caden
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Jonah Delacroix loved to fly.

He spread his arms wide and pushed his toes together. He swooped low over the sprawling new digital city of Changhai. The warm wind against his face was virtual, but the thrill in his stomach was real.

In the bustling streets below him, new buildings pixelated into existence and throngs of avatars populated this brave new world. Behind each avatar was a real person whose brain interfaced directly with the internet, generating a digital representation of the user called the avatar.

Jonah lived most of his waking life inside a virtual world called the Metasphere. In this, he wasn’t unusual. Most people had gone meta.

But now, the Metasphere had a rival.

This fast-growing new world that Jonah soared above was called the Changsphere, and it was drawing avatars from the Metasphere with its higher-resolution graphics, faster servers and infectious sense of optimism. To Jonah, the Metasphere – with its rich, 3D rendering and sharp, lifelike recreation of all five senses – had always seemed more real than the crumbling real world. Inside the Changsphere, however, everything seemed richer and sharper still.

One of the things Jonah loved about the virtual world was the sheer diversity of avatars. They took all shapes and sizes, from the familiar to the ridiculous. As he soared, he saw a cat riding an elephant. On the city streets below him, he spotted a chimpanzee selling apps to a raptor, and a shark strolling on two legs. He noticed two translucent triangles (one isosceles and one equilateral) pulsing as they bickered, and a mallard duck parading three ducklings behind it.

Suddenly, Jonah realised that he had no way of knowing if those avatars below did, in fact, have a real person behind them. They could, for all he knew, be dead.

In the Metasphere of old, some users chose to Upload themselves, digitising all of their memories and storing them in their avatar. They would live on in the virtual world in a state of ignorant bliss, confined to a specific island, the Island of the Uploaded. The uploading process, however, killed the user; every Uploaded avatar had committed suicide to get there. But in return, they were immortal.

Immortal, but not indestructible.

The server farm that stored their memories had almost crashed, and in the nick of time, Jonah had led the millions of Uploaded avatars into the light of the new Changsphere world, where they were now roaming free among the living. For Jonah it was a miracle that the dead could come back to life – or at least a digital life.

Jonah had opened the portal between the worlds two months ago. Looking down, it was hard to believe that back then Changhai had been nothing but a digital grid, zoned for development. In fact, this entire world had only recently come into existence.

Jonah wasn’t alone in the sky. He flew past a silver, five-pointed star and nodded his head. ‘Good morning.’

‘It certainly is in here,’ the star replied.

Jonah caught a glimpse of his avatar in the star’s reflection. He looked just like his real-world self, gangly with an unruly tuft of dark hair. But what struck Jonah more than anything was how lifelike he looked. The graphics here were so sharp that he could have sworn he was looking into a mirror in the real world, and not at a digital reflection.

Thousands of new settlers were arriving in the Changsphere every day. They were buying up plots of virtual land, building homes and businesses. They were moving their entire online lives here. Jonah shared the optimism of these virtual pioneers as they explored their new surroundings. But to Jonah, the Changsphere represented more than a second chance. It was the one place where his father was still alive.

But not everyone was happy.

Below Jonah, a demonstration was taking place in Changhai Square. He hovered high above to see what the commotion was about. Why would anyone be unhappy here? he wondered.

About a hundred avatars had gathered and their angry voices drifted up to him:

‘Boycott the Changsphere!’

‘Don’t support terrorism!’

‘Hand back the Southern Corner!’

Jonah felt a surge of anger. They don’t know what they’re talking about! he thought. Part of him wanted to fly down there and argue with them, but he was outnumbered a hundred to one and he knew his voice would be drowned out. Besides, he was on his way to see his Uploaded father.

 

‘Hand back the Southern Corner! Don’t support terrorism!’

David Foster grinned to himself. This was going well.

He had started with just a few hardcore Millennials – his own people – but the flash mob he had whipped up had soon gone viral and attracted more supporters through the main portal.

A mangy blue hyena flew into the air and cackled, ‘Death to the Guardians! Down with Mr Chang!’

David waddled through the crowd, urging the protestors to get angrier, to shout louder. In the virtual worlds, David took the form of an emperor penguin. He would rather have been a more imposing avatar like a bird of prey, but it was a cruel quirk of Direct Interface, the method of connecting the brain to the virtual world, that the user did not choose his avatar. The subconscious mind generated the avatar, and the conscious mind just had to live with it.

With a little more prodding, he thought, I can get these dupes to riot, and perhaps Mr Granger will finally promote me out of Anti-Virus.

‘That’s right,’ he yelled, ‘let ’em know what we think of their Changsphere!’

But something was wrong. The crowd was actually growing quieter. Some of the demonstrators had clammed up completely and were staring at the sky. It was difficult for David, as a penguin, to look up, but he strained to follow their gazes.

Another group of avatars had arrived, about twenty of them. They were hovering above the demonstrators’ heads, and they didn’t look like they had come to join in. One of the newcomers, a zebra with neon-green and black stripes, looked down at David and spat, ‘If you don’t like it here, then waddle back to the Metasphere.’

A few of his demonstrators floated up to the newcomers’ level, but David remained warily on the ground. He had lit the spark of protest and wanted to see how fast his fire would spread.

The hyena squared up to the zebra. ‘We’ll leave,’ it hissed, ‘as soon as Mr Chang gives back the quarter of the Metasphere his Guardian friends stole!’

‘You’ll leave now,’ said the zebra, ‘or we’ll make you sorry!’

‘Oh yeah? There are more of us than there are of you. Who are you, anyway? I’ll bet you’re Guardians yourselves.’

‘Guardian terrorist scum!’ cried David, and five more protesters took up the shout and lifted off to square up to the newcomers.

‘The Guardians saved us,’ said the zebra. ‘They led us into the Changsphere when our Island was destroyed. So, we won’t let you—’

The hyena suddenly turned from affronted to afraid. ‘You’re…Uploaded?’

It cowered away from the zebra, as a whisper of fear wove through the demonstrators: ‘Uploaded!’

David felt a shiver too. He thought it was unnatural, unholy. The dead shouldn’t be allowed to roam among the living. I can’t even tell them apart from us, he thought.

He knew he had to do something. His flash mob was on the verge of dissipating, losing its nerve. He yelled up at the newcomers, ‘These are matters for the living, not the dead! You have no say! You have no rights!’

The blue hyena shrieked and clawed at the zebra as the standoff exploded into a brawl. A giant, fat leech – an Uploaded – sprang onto a protesting minotaur’s head with an audible slurp.

This is golden, David told himself. This’ll get us on the big video blogs for sure, maybe even onto Bryony’s vlog—

A gasp went up from all around him. Half the Uploaded avatars had broken away from the others and were dive-bombing the people on the ground.

A vampire bat swooped down on a slow-moving cow and sank its claws into its shoulders. At first, the cow was more irritated than afraid, but it kicked and thrashed as it was lifted into the air. It succeeded in breaking free, but only for a second. The bat was on the cow’s back before it could fly away, and its mouth opened wide…and kept on opening…

David stared in horror at the bat. Its mouth was now as wide as its prey was big – even wider – and in a swift, angry motion, it jabbed its little head forward and gulped the startled cow down whole. The bovine avatar disappeared completely into the Uploaded bat.

David couldn’t believe what he was seeing. It was impossible. He watched helplessly as his protesters scattered half blindly. The Uploaded stalked them with their mouths gaping open. David didn’t wait to see if any more were caught and devoured.

He had to get out of here before the Uploaded came after him!

He turned and flew along the street. He beat his flippers as hard as he could, gaining height until he could see the shiny new shopping mall, where inside he had parked his exit halo. It wasn’t far away. He was going to make it. But then David Foster made one fatal mistake.

He looked back.

A quick glance over his shoulder. It was enough. A hulking green caterpillar slammed into him, sending him reeling into the claws of a waiting kestrel that snatched him and dropped him onto a nearby rooftop. As David struggled in the bird’s fierce grip, three more Uploaded landed around him: the caterpillar, the leech he had seen before and their leader, the zebra.

‘Where are you waddling off to, little penguin-man?’ the zebra sneered. ‘We’re just getting started.’

‘Let me have him, Suki,’ the leech pleaded in a sucking, slurping voice. ‘I’m so hungry.’

‘Please, leave me alone,’ David cried. ‘I was just passing by.’

‘You’re their ringleader,’ said the zebra in an accusing tone.

‘No, I’m not,’ wailed David. ‘I swear, I’m not. I was just—’

‘You were right, what you said,’ said the zebra. ‘We are dead, but you, you have life.’

‘Let me have him, Suki.’ The leech was straining forward, saliva drooling from its mouth. ‘I wouldn’t waste his life like he has.’

The zebra shook its head. ‘No.’

Thank God, thought David. ‘Th-thank you,’ he stammered. ‘Thank you. I—’

‘Joshua caught him,’ said the zebra. ‘He should have him.’

‘No!’ cried David. ‘No, please, you can’t! No, please!’

The kestrel had let go of him, but the Uploaded avatars had David surrounded. There was nothing he could do. Nothing but tremble as the bird of prey hovered over him, its beady eyes fixed upon him. It flexed its little sharp beak and, with a crack of bone, dislodged its jaw and opened its beak.

‘I’m so hungry,’ said the kestrel in an old man’s voice.

David could feel the kestrel’s hot breath on his face.

The kestrel lunged at him. David screamed as it opened its ever-expanding beak around him, and he found himself plunging into a deep, dark abyss.

 

High above the fray, Jonah looked down in confusion. An Uploaded bat had ingested a cow and then a kestrel had swallowed a penguin. He didn’t understand what was happening. Where did they go?

The only way out of the virtual world was through a user’s unique exit halo. Perhaps the bat has also swallowed the cow’s halo, Jonah thought, hopefully. So far, none of the brawling avatars had taken any notice of him hovering high in the sky, but he knew he shouldn’t stay, just in case things escalated.

As he flew on, he was torn about what to do. He knew he should reveal to the Guardians and Mr Chang what he had seen, but he didn’t fully understand it himself. If the Uploaded were turning violent, Jonah worried that all of them could be banished. He couldn’t take that risk. He’d just got his father back.

He would do anything not to lose him again.
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Jonah soared towards the bright lights of the Chang Stadium. A giant red sign declared it to be the ‘New Home of the GamesCon’. A clock counted down the hours until the opening of the biannual games competition, the biggest event in the virtual world, where every new immersive role-play game was launched and played by the world’s top gamers. It read 52 HOURS, 16 MINUTES.

The giant arena surrounded a vast pitch and had the capacity for over a million avatars, including the hover space above the stands.

Right now, the sky above the stadium was perfectly clear, protected by a firewall program that prevented unauthorised access before the opening ceremonies. Jonah, however, flew straight through the firewall. He was invited.

Waiting for Jonah on the pitch was a sleek red dragon: his father. Jason Delacroix’s avatar, with its huge wingspan, bright yellow eyes and three little horns along the flat of his snout, dwarfed Jonah’s ‘humatar’ avatar.

The dragon opened his wings and Jonah flew at him for a hug. After what he’d seen, Jonah felt safe and secure wrapped in his dad’s scaly wings.

Jonah knew his father wasn’t really alive, that his avatar was an Uploaded composite of his father’s digitised memories, but right now, held tight in his dead father’s embrace, he didn’t care.

An object appeared in Jason Delacroix’s claw. He must have plucked it out of his personal inventory space. A football.

‘Fancy a game?’ asked Jason.

‘You bet,’ said Jonah.

 

They played the full length of the pitch, talking, laughing and teasing each other about their football skills.

Jason liked to reminisce about ‘the old days’, when he had been an RAF pilot protecting Britain’s dwindling oil supplies. He had his fair share of ‘war stories’ to relate, and Jonah enjoyed hearing them as they kicked the ball.

Jonah had felt robbed of this, the normal father-son relationship that the other kids at school all took for granted. School, Jonah thought for a moment, that feels like a million years ago. The red dragon kicked the ball past him and Jonah realised that he had missed all this when he had been a kid, his dad off on long-haul flights, or Guardian missions, too absent to spend much time with him. And then…

Then, Jonah had lost him.

They had played a lot of football these past two months. Making up for lost time. Jonah was getting better at it too. The first few times they played, it had been a lot harder for his dad to let him win.

Jonah chased after his dad, tackled him on the halfway line and stole the ball from between his hind claws. But Jason kept pace with Jonah as he controlled the ball along the touchline.

Jonah shot for the open goalmouth. The ball described a perfect arc past Jason’s red dragon avatar. It was headed for the back of the net.

Then, suddenly, Jason was between the ball and its target. He headed it clear. ‘Hey!’ cried Jonah. ‘Not fair. The rules say no flying!’

‘Who’s flying?’ said Jason. ‘That was leaping! It only counts as flying if your feet leave the ground for longer than half a second.’

‘Which yours did,’ said Jonah.

‘I don’t think so,’ said Jason.

‘Replay!’ they called together.

A window popped up between them. They watched the last ten seconds of their match replayed in slow-motion, along with scrolling statistics and analysis.

‘There!’ said Jonah. ‘It says 0.83 seconds. You were in the air for 0.83 seconds!’

‘I can’t help it if my wings generate lift,’ Jason protested.

They laughed together, Jonah moving into position to take his penalty kick. Jason’s wings almost filled the goalmouth, but Jonah had learned that this could be a weakness as well as a strength.

Jonah aimed for the bottom-left corner of the net. Jason tried to get his claws to the ball, but his own wings got in his way. It was a goal!

Jonah heard someone clapping. A new avatar had appeared in the stands. Another dragon. This one was a golden treasure dragon. It had an elongated body, a pair of horns and a wispy white beard. It weaved and coiled its way through the fixed seating towards the pitch.

‘This is what my Changsphere is all about, my friends,’ said the dragon in a familiar voice, youthful but controlled. ‘Bringing families, whole dynasties, together. Creating memories. Creating legacies. And you, Jonah, you made all of this possible.’

Jonah felt he would have blushed had he been in his real body.

The treasure dragon’s name was Mr Chang. He was the genius creator of the Changsphere. Jonah had helped him by opening a portal between the Changsphere and the older Metasphere, so that people could travel between the two virtual worlds.

He hadn’t actually meant to do this, but when the Metasphere’s servers were failing, it was the only way to rescue the dead, including his father. Mr Chang didn’t know that, though, and Jonah didn’t feel inclined to tell him.

‘I’m just glad we were able to give the Up…everyone a new start,’ Jonah said, careful not to say the word ‘Uploaded’. His father didn’t know he was dead, and Jonah didn’t want to upset him by telling him. He’d heard that if the Uploaded knew how they reached the Metasphere, they would go mad. Judging from what he saw earlier, he worried that this was starting to happen.

‘I am too,’ said Mr Chang. ‘Here in the Changsphere, we aim to give avatars the best of what digital life has to offer. Such as GamesCon. Are you excited, Jonah?’

‘I can’t believe I’m standing here,’ enthused Jonah. ‘Right where all the big RPGs are going to be played.’

‘What are you most looking forward to?’ asked Mr Chang.

‘Brain-Sucking Zombies 4, of course,’ said Jonah. He’d played and mastered all of the BSZ games since their debut online six years ago.

‘Then you are in luck. Mr Wexler himself will also be a guest in my private box for the opening ceremonies.’

‘It really is amazing,’ said Jason, ‘how much you’ve built in such a short time.’

Jonah nodded his agreement. ‘I can’t believe you lured the Con away from the Metasphere. Granger must’ve been furious.’

Mr Chang accepted the compliment with a bow. ‘We had the support of the top developers, of course. For too long, the Metasphere has been allowed to decay for want of effective competition.’

‘I remember when the Metasphere was brand new,’ said Jason. ‘I met my Miriam in there, you know. I was still in the Air Force at the time, but…’

He was doing it again. Jonah’s dad was remembering – and not only that, but he was making connections between those memories. He was placing each memory in order, in its proper context. The problem is, Jonah worried, he shouldn’t be able to do that.

 

Mr Chang drew Jonah aside.

‘We have come a long way in a short time,’ said Mr Chang, ‘further even than I had hoped. Still, we could be doing more.’

‘How?’ asked Jonah.

‘The Chang Bridge device,’ said Mr Chang. ‘Can you get it back for me?’

‘I don’t know. It’s still in the real world, in Uluru. I don’t know if I can get it.’

‘Please try,’ said Mr Chang. ‘Now that a permanent connection has been made between our two virtual worlds, I can use the device to create many more. I can speed up the process of bringing families here, to be reunited with their ancestors. To build more memoirs, together.’

‘About that,’ said Jonah, hesitantly. ‘My dad. He’s becoming more…’ He couldn’t find the right words to express his concerns.

Mr Chang nodded sagely. ‘Your father is more lucid than he was. He is able to reason now and to sort his memories into a linear timeline.’

‘Yes.’

‘You should understand, young Master Delacroix, that you have been lied to. Everyone has been lied to. Confusion is not the natural state of the Uploaded.’

‘But I thought—’

‘You believed, as you were told, that only a fraction of the human brain’s contents could be digitally processed. The true figure is much higher. The Metasphere’s overtaxed servers simply could not unpack and process the full data set of the human brain.’

‘And your servers can?’

‘Within my Changsphere,’ said Mr Chang, ‘the Uploaded can live as full a life as the rest of us.’

Jonah looked at his dad, who was practising keep-ups in the goalmouth.

‘You’re saying,’ said Jonah, ‘that you can truly bring the dead back to life?’

It seemed almost too good to be true. For three long years, Jonah had had nothing of his father left. Now, Jason was back. He was really back, playing football, talking, joking and being a dad.

‘No, Master Delacroix,’ replied Mr Chang. Jonah’s hopes were at once dashed and then quickly raised again. ‘I am saying that by bringing the dead here, Jonah, you have brought them back to life.’

Jonah had a feeling of foreboding in his stomach, an unshakeable sense of dread that this happy time was all about to come crashing down around him.

Mr Chang had to leave. ‘I have many matters to attend to,’ he said. ‘But you and your father may stay if you wish. Enjoy yourselves.’

They kicked the football back and forth, playing together now rather than against each other.

‘Did I tell you,’ said Jason, ‘about the time Axel and I were attacked by a Millennial plane over the Atlantic?’ Jonah grinned. He had heard the story before, but he didn’t mind hearing it again.

‘I think that was what made Axel’s mind up for sure,’ said Jason. ‘That was why he joined the Guardians when they asked him.’

‘Let’s not talk about the Millennials and the Guardians,’ said Jonah. Since that fateful day when Jonah discovered his father’s Uploaded avatar hidden in a secret cellar of his family’s digital gift shop, he’d been plunged into a violent metawar between these two factions. Jonah knew he couldn’t push off the Guardians’ cause forever, but for now, he just wanted to be a normal teenager. He just wanted to play football with his dad.

‘I think I need to, Jonah,’ said Jason. ‘There’s something I…I need to get straight in my head. You know that Axel recruited me too?’

Jonah nodded. ‘Mum told me that all the time you were working as Matthew Granger’s pilot, you were really—’

‘I was a double agent,’ confirmed Jason. ‘I was secretly reporting to the Guardians.’

‘But that’s all in the past now.’

‘I know, son. I know it is. The funny thing is…’

‘What about this GamesCon, then? Have you ever been in a private box?’ Jonah was trying to distract his dad. It wasn’t working.

‘I don’t remember what happened,’ said Jason. ‘I don’t know if I gave the Guardians the information they wanted or not. It’s like…’

‘You were a hero, Dad,’ said Jonah. ‘I was… I am so proud of you.’

‘It’s like there’s a big hole in my memories,’ said Jason. ‘People here, sometimes they talk about the real world, only I can’t remember the last time I was there.’

‘You don’t have to worry about the real world, Dad.’

‘Someone said… They said there had been a terrorist attack. The airports had been bombed. They said no one was flying any more. And they said… Jonah, they said this all happened three years ago, but I had no idea. It’s like someone stole three years out of my life.’ Jason looked at Jonah, expectantly. ‘I’m a pilot, son. How could I have missed something like that?’

Jonah swallowed. He didn’t know what to say.

Jason trapped the football beneath a claw. He fixed his son with a piercing yellow stare. And then he asked the one question that Jonah had been dreading.

‘Am I dead?’
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Matthew Granger needed his brightest brains in one place.

His virtual conference room was packed with the avatars of his smartest staff and most loyal followers. He hovered before them in the form of a huge black spider.

These weren’t just people who worked for Granger, these were people who shared his world-view. They pledged to fight for his vision for the future, and, if necessary, to die defending it. They were the senior members of a movement that Granger himself had founded: the Millennials. And, right now, he wasn’t at all happy with them.

‘The Changsphere has been in business for two months,’ he said in a controlled rage, ‘and Metasphere commerce is down by 4.2%.’ At first, there was a quiet rumble of excuses and finger-pointing. ‘I don’t want excuses and I don’t want scapegoats. I want solutions.’

The Millennials rushed to inform Granger that, in fact, they were doing the best they could. They had ideas for tempting users back to the Metasphere. They were sure that things would improve soon.

Granger barely heard their words. He knew that, ultimately, there was little any of them could do. They could slow the rate of the Metasphere’s decline. Reversing it, however, would require drastic action.

He broke up the meeting abruptly. He turned and flew through his hovering exit halo, and felt each of his five senses slipping away from him.

He woke up, semi-reclined, in the cockpit of a giant airship.

‘I was about to send you a pop-up message, sir,’ said the young man at the controls. Granger slowly readjusted to the real world and shook off the nausea as his inner ear recalibrated its understanding of real-world gravity. ‘We’re coming in to dock.’

Granger refocused his eyes and looked out through the windows of the airship to see the concrete and glass towers of an urban island, bathed in the morning sun, spread out beneath him. They were homing in on the southern tip of the island. Rising up to greet them was Manhattan’s most iconic building: One World Trade Center. The glass and steel tower, the Freedom Tower as it was called, rose defiantly above lower Manhattan, looking down on the twin reflecting pools that commemorated the two towers that had once stood in their place. Granger had been born into a world without those twin towers, but their destruction was part of American history he learned in school. The terrorist attack, which had shocked the entire world back then, now felt quaint by comparison.

Granger picked up his titanium legs and snapped them onto his stumps.

He had lost his real legs in a car crash at the age of six. Granger didn’t often miss them, though – and not just because of the cyber-kinetic walking system he had invented. Matthew Granger had created a world in which he didn’t need to walk. A world in which he could fly. A virtual world. A better world. For everyone.

His Metasphere had become more than a phenomenon, it had become life as most people knew it. Until a few months ago, over 92% of all financial transactions took place inside the Metasphere, and Granger took his cut from each one.

Twenty years after his accident, after years of coding the first iteration of the Metasphere, which was hailed as Web 4.0, he became a billionaire and one of the most influential and celebrated people on the planet. But ever since then he felt as if he had been under attack. Everyone wanted a piece of his creation – from the faltering real-world governments desperate to shore up what little power they had left to those misguided anarchists the Guardians.

Now, a new breed of opportunist, the Chinese child prodigy, Mr Chang, had emerged – with the gall to compete with him. While Chang made Granger feel old at thirty-nine, Granger knew he was smarter than any competitor. Smarter and more determined.

He would never give up fighting. The Metasphere was his Only he had the vision to realise its true potential. Only Matthew Granger could safeguard the future. Only Matthew Granger could save people from themselves.

The airship docked with a tall, metal structure rising from the top of the Freedom Tower. Granger was the first to disembark.

He walked down a flight of twisting steel steps, his metallic feet clanking on each one. He was followed, as always, by a small army of bodyguards and flunkies. A similar army was waiting for him on the roof.

At the head of it was a young woman, polished and poised with tied-back, jet-black hair and a black power suit, whom Granger recognised immediately.

The woman stepped forward, her hand held out in greeting. ‘Good evening, Mr Granger. It’s good to meet you in person, at last. I’m Lori Weisberg. I’m—’

Granger took the woman’s hand. He smiled, forcing himself to turn on the charm. ‘I’m delighted to meet you, Madam President. You, but you alone, may call me Matthew. And, of course, I’m looking forward to doing business with you.’

‘Welcome to the Republic of Manhattan, Matthew,’ said the president, carrying herself with an air of authority that put ten years on her actual age of seventeen. ‘I hope you will soon call it home.’

 

Jonah stared at his father. He moved his mouth, but no words came out. He didn’t know how to answer Jason’s question. What could he possibly say to him?

Yes, Dad. Of course you’re dead. Your real-world body has been dead for three years. You exist only as an Uploaded avatar now, a collection of digitised memories.

He was relieved when Jason looked away from him with a frown. Something had distracted him. ‘Can you hear that noise?’ he asked.

‘What noise?’ asked Jonah.

He could hear it too now. It sounded like voices – a chorus of chanting. They were outside the stadium, but calling loudly enough to be heard here on the pitch.

Jonah was afraid, at first. He thought back to the confrontation he’d witnessed earlier, and worried that mobs of settlers were clashing with anti-Chang protesters. But the voices didn’t sound angry. They sounded excited. They had started to come together, to chant something in unison.

Jonah grinned. ‘It must be one of the developers arriving. Maybe Luke Wexler is already here?’

‘Hmmm,’ said Jason. ‘I’m not sure. It sounds to me like…’

And then Jonah heard it clearly, his own name.

‘Jo-nah,’ said Jason. ‘They’re shouting for you.’

 

Jonah floated up tentatively through the stands.

He wasn’t sure he wanted to face what was outside, but he was certainly curious – and it provided a welcome distraction from his father’s questions.

When he reached the edge of the massive Chang Stadium and cautiously raised his head up over the parapet, he was spotted immediately.

Outside, hundreds of avatars had gathered before the main doors – and they had gathered for Jonah. They flew towards him, chanting his name, holding up their hands to touch him. He was grateful for the stadium’s invisible firewall, which held them back.

‘They’re all here for you, son,’ said Jason, who had flown up to Jonah’s side.

‘I don’t understand,’ Jonah said.

‘What’s to understand?’ asked Jason. He indicated a massive banner, which two avatars were flying: ‘DELACROIX OUR SAVIOUR’.

‘You’re a hero!’ said Jason.

‘But I’m not a…’

‘You led them to salvation,’ said Jason.

‘I did what I did to save you,’ confessed Jonah.

‘I know, I was there, remember,’ said Jason.

Jonah looked at his dad. He wondered just how much he did remember.

‘You saved the Uploaded, Jonah. When their island in the Metasphere was crumbling, when it looked like they would all be destroyed, you were the one who gave them an escape route. You led them here to safety. You’re not just a hero, Jonah, you are their saviour.’

Jonah was overwhelmed by the idea, and by the attention. ‘I don’t know what to do,’ he said.

‘This is your moment, son,’ said Jason. ‘All these people are here for you. They love you. Go out there and feel loved.’

‘But I do, Dad,’ said Jonah. ‘Now that you’re back. That’s all I wanted.’

‘Go on!’

Jonah started forward, hesitantly. As soon as he slipped through the firewall, the crowd pounced.

It felt like everyone wanted a part of him. They pawed, tugged and screamed in his ear. He was glad he wasn’t in his real-world body, or else he could have been badly hurt.

But Jonah listened to what the avatars around him were saying. They were thanking him for saving their digital souls.

‘We would have depixelated if it hadn’t been for you—’

‘—finally someone to stand up to Granger!’

Most of the crowd were Uploaded. Of course, it made sense that they would be. Inside the Changsphere, the displaced Uploaded still outnumbered the living avatars. Jonah was shocked that he couldn’t distinguish between the digital ghosts, who were usually disoriented and confused, and the avatars with living flesh-and-blood bodies behind them. Like Jason, the Uploaded had recently thrown off the confusion that had once clouded their minds. Many could think clearly, for the first time in their afterlife. They knew exactly where they were – and many of them, it seemed, knew what they were.

‘You gave us new life.’

‘—freed us from confusion.’

‘—helped us to live again!’

They were coming alive – and that should have been wonderful, a miracle really, but Jonah had to suppress a little shiver at the thought: The dead were coming back to life!

And, his dad was right. Jonah was more than just their hero. He was their saviour.

 

Jonah thought he should get back inside the stadium, to his father. But when he turned to leave, he was blocked by a gigantic leech.

He fought the urge to recoil. It was rude to judge someone by their avatar. But it was also said that people’s avatars reflected their true selves, far more so than their physical bodies did.

‘You’ve done so much for us,’ said the leech in a sucking, slurping voice. ‘Can you do one more thing? Can you take us back?’

‘Take you back?’ asked Jonah. ‘Where?’

The leech avatar drew closer to Jonah. It contorted its long, flat body to bring its mouth down to Jonah’s ear. For an instant, Jonah looked into the leech’s slimy mouth and saw hundreds of tiny, sharp teeth. Then, the leech whispered something to him.

Suddenly, a pair of hooves kicked the leech in the head and sent it flying. Jonah looked back at the newcomer, a pearly white unicorn with a striking red mane and tail hair, and the wings of a bird, and shouted, ‘Sam, what are you doing?’ He didn’t understand why his friend was ruining his moment of fame.

‘Saving you,’ said Sam.

She took Jonah’s arm between her front hooves and pulled him up after her. The crowd started shouting after him, begging him not to go. Jonah resented Sam’s intrusion. He was enjoying the attention.

‘Saving me from what?’ he asked. ‘I don’t need saving!’

Sam pulled Jonah clear of the crowd. Jonah looked back over his shoulder. A few avatars had broken away from the rest to follow him. Within seconds, a hundred more had followed their lead. The crowd came streaming after him.

Sam kept the two of them ahead of it, her wings beating furiously. Floating in the sky before them were several golden rings of light.

‘Which of those is your exit halo?’ asked Sam.

One of the rings grew brighter at Jonah’s approach, although the effect was only visible to his eyes. He pointed.

‘Wait,’ said Jonah, as Sam tried to push him through the light ring. ‘What about my dad? I left him back at the stadium. I… I never said goodbye to him.’

‘Don’t you get it?’ said Sam. ‘I’m saving you from him!’

The crowd were almost upon them again.

Sam kicked Jonah hard with her hind hooves. He tumbled backwards through his exit halo, a protest still forming in his throat, and was enveloped by darkness.
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When Jonah opened his eyes, he felt disoriented and nauseous.

He held his head, waiting for his senses to make the transition from the virtual world back to the real one. But he felt an unusual pang of motion sickness.

Then he realised that his whole body was moving.

He had connected to a computer terminal in the back of a land yacht, in a village called Woomera. But looking around at the barren Australian Outback, he wasn’t in Woomera any more. The yacht – a wind-powered vehicle with four giant wheels and a fin-shaped sail – was gliding smoothly across the red desert sands and captained by a tall Aboriginal man Jonah recognised from the attack on the Southern Corner.

Slumped beside Jonah in the rear of the cockpit was Sam, her red hair matching the shade of the mane of her unicorn avatar. She was coming back to the real world and opened her eyes.

‘What did you do that for?’ cried Jonah. ‘And where are we going?’

‘Where do you think?’ asked Sam, after she had taken a moment to let her stomach settle down. ‘We’re going back to Uluru.’

‘I thought we weren’t clearing out until Thursday.’

‘It is Thursday. It’s Thursday morning. You’d know that, Jonah, if you’d come back to reality every once in a while!’

Jonah liked Samantha Kavanaugh. He admired her self-confidence and her resourcefulness. On some days, he even caught himself thinking she was pretty. And she had been good to him, especially when the other Guardians had been mistrusting. Sometimes, however, she treated him like a kid.

Sam was only a year older than Jonah. But she was a warrior and had been a spy from a young age. Sam was brought up to be a freedom fighter, and she had been playing that role for some years already.

She was a Guardian.

The Guardians were the sworn enemies of Matthew Granger’s Millennials.

They believed that the virtual world should be free, governed by its users, and not controlled by any one man. Until recently, Jonah had hated them. He believed they were anarchists, prepared to kill indiscriminately for their misguided agenda.

That was before he had learned that his dad had been one of them. That was the day that Jonah’s life changed forever.

Pursued by the Millennials, Jonah allied himself with the Guardians, rejecting his previous beliefs about the importance of control and order in the Metasphere. But deep down, he still questioned whether he had chosen the right side.

Two months ago, Sam had led the Guardians to their first significant victory over Granger. With Jonah’s help, they had captured the Southern Corner: one of the four secret server farms that powered Granger’s Metasphere. It had been hidden here in the Australian desert, inside Uluru, the ancient and, to many people, sacred rock formation.

‘One down, three to go,’ had become the rallying cry of the emboldened Guardians.

 

‘You still haven’t told me,’ said Jonah, ‘what were you “saving” me from?’

‘I’m not sure,’ said Sam.

‘What do you mean?’

‘There’s a meet-up,’ said Sam, ‘in the Metasphere, in twenty minutes. Dad wants you there. I was about to send you a pop-up about it, when I saw you…’

‘What?’ asked Jonah. ‘What exactly did you see that got you so riled up?’

‘You were completely surrounded by them, Jonah,’ said Sam. ‘You were being mobbed. It looked like they were attacking you.’

Jonah thought back to the mob he witnessed; wondering if he should confide in Sam. No, he told himself, I can’t risk them associating my dad with those monsters.

‘They were thanking me! They were thanking me for saving them from the Island and—’

‘I was there too,’ Sam pointed out. ‘So don’t you go getting a saviour complex, Jonah Delacroix.’

Jonah didn’t answer her. Maybe it was vain of him, but he had enjoyed being a hero. It had made him feel good about himself for once. He was cross with Sam for tearing him away from that. Perhaps she was jealous. That must be it. She was no longer the bright young star of the Guardian cause.

‘You’ve been logged on all night, Jonah,’ said Sam.

‘So?’ said Jonah. ‘Some people stay logged on for days!’

‘And when I saw you were in the Changsphere… We’ve been getting reports that the Uploaded might be—’

‘They’re thinking more clearly, piecing together memories,’ said Jonah, thinking back to the question his father had asked of him. ‘Even starting to realise that they’re dead. It’s because of the—’

‘I know. I know why it is, Jonah. The Changsphere is more powerful than we ever knew, powerful enough to give the Uploaded their consciousness again. I’m just not so sure if it’s a good thing.’

‘Why wouldn’t it be?’ asked Jonah. He didn’t reveal that he had had the same doubts. He remembered the question his dad had asked him, and he shivered.

‘The Uploaded were never meant to know the truth,’ said Sam. ‘That was the deal. They could live forever, virtually, but they had to forget what it had cost them to get there. Each of them committed suicide to Upload. They’re not supposed to know they’re dead!’

‘Most of them know, or are starting to realise,’ said Jonah. ‘It’s like an awakening.’

‘And that knowledge could drive them mad,’ said Sam.

Jonah thought about his father, the way he was piecing together his memories, frustrated by the gaps, yearning to go back to the real world.

‘Jonah, there have been rumours of attacks.’

‘Attacks?’

‘Uploaded avatars,’ said Sam, ‘attacking the living. Just rumours for now, but if the rumours are true…’

‘My dad!’ Jonah realised. ‘You said you were saving me from him. You thought… You thought my own dad might hurt me?’ Sam didn’t answer him. ‘Is that what this meet-up is about?’ asked Jonah.

‘I think it’s about Uluru, and what happens once we hand it back,’ said Sam. ‘It’s about planning our next move.’

She tossed a Pro-Meal pouch to Jonah. ‘Here. You’d better eat this before you log on again.’

‘I’m not hungry,’ replied Jonah, looking at the cartoon chicken on the package.

‘You haven’t eaten since yesterday morning,’ said Sam. ‘I know it’s easy to forget when you’re online – but you have to look after your real-world self, Jonah. I’m worried about you.’

The next few minutes passed in silence.

Jonah peered into the Changsphere through his datapad. He saw the crowd of avatars outside the Chang Stadium breaking up, going their separate ways. Many of them were downcast, disappointed by their saviour’s sudden disappearance.

He couldn’t see his dad.

Jonah munched on his bland-tasting artificial protein mix. It wasn’t pleasant, but Sam was right, it was necessary. Virtual food tasted better, but it couldn’t sustain the eater. If only it could, thought Jonah. If only I didn’t have to keep coming back here!

Sam turned to him. He knew what she was going to say. ‘I suppose it’s time?’ said Jonah. Sam nodded.

Jonah was still plugged in from his visit to the Changsphere. An Ethernet wire, his tether to the virtual world, snaked from the computer terminal beneath his seat and went under his T-shirt. There, a plastic nozzle-like adaptor connected the wire with the opening in Jonah’s lower back: the Direct Interface socket he had had fitted at birth.

The adaptor linked the computer to Jonah’s brain, to his entire central nervous system, via his spinal fluid. Once connected, his brain would process the virtual world as a three-dimensional digital reality.

Sam gave Jonah a list of numbers, which he tapped into the datapad: his Point of Origin co-ordinates. There were only eight numbers: a Metasphere grid reference. The new Changsphere co-ordinates were ten digits long.
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