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Chapter 1



Brrrring! The sound of the bell echoing down the hallway made Daisy Morrison jump out of her skin. Everyone in the class sprang up and began to gather their things.


“Uh, the bell doesn’t dismiss you!” Mr Jakobowski called in his strong Scottish accent. But as usual, everyone ignored him. He glanced over his shoulder from where he was erasing the whiteboard and caught eyes with Daisy. She tucked her long, straight brown hair behind her ears and offered him a small sympathetic smile, but started packing up, too. She noticed two girls mouth “Teacher’s pet!” to each other and laugh.


Daisy sighed and continued to pack away her stuff, now in a hurry. She was desperate to fit in some time in the IT room to practise her coding. Stevington Secondary had a strict policy when it came to using tech – they were only allowed to use their tablets, laptops or phones in the IT room and would get their devices confiscated if they were caught using them when they weren’t supposed to!


Daisy’s usually tidy hair became messy and her pale skin turned bright red as she rushed down the hall, but even before she got to the door of the IT room, she heard the sound of loud chatter and the bashing of computer keys. It was completely packed! Maybe even more than usual. There were two or three students to every computer, and more people crowded around various tablets and phones. All the electronic devices seemed to be making very similar pings and musical trills.


“Whoa,” Daisy said, and a girl near the door turned around to look up at her from where she was perched at a computer.


“I know, right?! It’s busy in here today!” the girl said with a bright, friendly smile. Daisy noticed that she’d somehow added an extra loop in her school tie so that it looked more like a bow. It matched the navy blue ribbon that was holding back half of her long, skinny box braids. The girl’s maroon jumper was stylishly turned up at the sleeves so that her shirt cuffs showed. Somehow even though they were wearing the same uniform, this girl looked completely different to Daisy. She looked cool.


[image: Ava stands with her hair loose, wearing a jumper with a bow at the collar and a plaid skirt. She stretches her arms out wide and turns her face to the left.]


Oh well! Fashion had never really been Daisy’s thing anyway. Technology, on the other hand …


“It must be the release of the new update,” the stylish girl was saying. “Everyone’s desperate to play.”


Daisy looked at her, confused. “Update? Which game has been updated?” She flicked through a mental list of her favourites, wondering whether a new level had been unlocked in Jungle Quest.


The girl grinned, shaking her head in surprise. Her braids swished around her shoulders. Daisy realised that she recognised her from geography class. Ava … Wright? Yes, that was it.


“Fashionland, of course!” Ava said, pointing at the screen of the laptop in front of her. The laptop had a sparkly pink case on it, with stickers of different logos that Daisy thought she recognised from her cousin Beanie’s fashion school textbooks. They were for fancy clothing brands.


“Right …Fashionland,” Daisy said, but she could feel her eyebrows knit in confusion. Her expression made Ava laugh.


“Yeah – look!” Ava said.


She patted the stool next to her, and Daisy perched on the edge of it, trying to flatten her hair. Ava moved her cursor on the screen and clicked into the game. The character avatar on her screen was a beautiful woman with the same dark complexion as Ava, and she was wearing a red dress with a big, puffy skirt. She was surrounded by a bright, sunny street lined with palm trees and expensive-looking shops. In the corners of the screen were different menus and other characters striding around.


“This is Fashionland,” Ava told Daisy. “It’s a game where you get invited to all different events, and you dress up your character in the perfect look for it. Then everyone online gets to vote for the best fit.”


[image: Daisy and Ava sit together in front of a laptop. Ava, with her hair tied back in a ribbon, faces the screen and points at it. Daisy, with her hair loose, looks to the side. On the laptop screen, a fashion character is shown holding shopping bags, with trees and a city skyline in the background.]


“Fit?” Daisy asked, eyebrows raised.


“Outfit. They’ve just dropped the new game updates for Fashionland’s Spring/Summer Fashion Week, so everyone’s really excited!” Ava turned to her laptop and hit a few buttons to make the avatar on her screen twirl and pose. “Fun, right?”


“Err, I guess so … I’m not into fashion so much—” Daisy started to reply.


“Fashion is a state of mind, Daisy. It is Daisy, right? I’m Ava. You’re in my geography class!”


Daisy nodded, surprised and pleased that Ava knew her name. “Yeah, that’s right.”


Ava turned back to the laptop and made her character on the screen move again, sashaying into a shopping mall. The avatar’s arms were weighed down by shopping bags.


“That’s a lot of stuff,” Daisy said, chuckling a little shyly.


“Well, you see these coins floating in the air?” Ava said, pointing. She moved her character along, and the coins in front of her disappeared. “You can collect them, and then you bank FashionFunds to spend on clothes, accessories and other stuff.”


Just then, with a ping, a box popped up on the screen in the Fashionland game that looked like a floating envelope. It started to rotate and flash. Daisy jumped as Ava let out an excited squeak.


“Invitation time!” she exclaimed, and clicked on the envelope with a flourish. Daisy watched as a virtual invite popped out of it.


“Let’s see … Ooh, it’s for the opening of a brand new Fashionland theatre. So, this is the next challenge,” Ava explained to Daisy, who nodded, even though she didn’t quite understand. “The main part of the game is that you get sent an invitation to all these different events, and you have to find an outfit that fits the theme. There’s a timer, so you have to choose what you’re going to wear by the time on the invitation. Then you go to the event, and all the players online rate everyone’s outfits. If you win the round, you get the most points!”


Ava smiled at Daisy expectantly. “Do you want to give it a try?”


Now Daisy felt her cheeks start to flush. “Oh, um … I don’t know if I’ll be much good at it,” she said. She pointed at her dull uniform, as if that would explain her reaction to the fashionable game. “I might just go and have some lunch.”


Ava bit her lip but then shrugged. “Fair enough. Well, see you in geography!”


As Daisy squeezed her way back out of the IT room, she pressed her eyes shut for a second, grimacing. It was nice of her to ask. I probably should have said yes! It wasn’t so much that Daisy didn’t want to play – it was just that sometimes she felt herself getting shy. That’s why you’re about to eat your beaten-up sandwiches on a bench by yourself, just like you’ve been doing ever since Sophie moved away, she thought with a sigh.


Next time, Daisy promised herself, she’d be more confident about making a new friend.


Later that afternoon, as Daisy pushed her key into the front door of her family’s flat, she could hear a loud voice talking animatedly. She recognised who it was straight away and grinned.


“… And I said, darling, it’s the best club I’ve ever been to! Of course we’re going this weekend! Anyway, love you lots. Speak later!”


Daisy strode into the kitchen and dumped her rucksack on the table. At the counter, her cousin Beanie was spooning instant coffee into a mug with one hand. The other hand was gripping his phone. He’d just finished leaving what Daisy was sure was a podcast-length voice message for one of his many, many friends.


[image: Beanie stands in a kitchen, holding a phone in one hand while stirring a mug with a spoon in the other. He wears a jumper and patterned trousers with wavy stripes. Behind him is a wooden countertop with a drawer underneath.]


“Oh, hey, Daisy Doodle!” he said. “Good day?”


“Yeah.” Daisy thought back to her awkwardness with Ava in the IT room. “Well, kind of.” She loosened her school tie, then before Beanie could ask more, quickly continued, “Is my mum still at work?”


Daisy’s mother was a surgeon and often had to work long hours. When her dad was away on a business trip, her cousin Beanie helped with babysitting. Even though Daisy felt old enough not to need looking after all the time, she wasn’t going to complain because she loved hanging out with him. Beanie’s real name was Benjamin, and they always joked that he wasn’t even her actual cousin – her mum’s stepdad’s nephew might not count! But he was as close to them as family and loads of fun. In fact, looking at him in his tiger-print jeans and oversize black sweatshirt, Daisy wondered if he might be more related to that girl Ava. They were both so stylish.


“Did you make this?” she asked with a smile, running her hand over the smooth material of Beanie’s top.


“Yep! Velvet!” he said, beaming. “Do you like it?”


Daisy nodded enthusiastically. Then she pulled a face at how much coffee he’d put in his mug. “Think you might have overdone that, Beans!”


“Listen, cuz, I need all the caffeine I can get. I have five more pieces to make for college before the end of the week and I’m still trying to find the right material.” Beanie was studying fashion textiles, and even though he played hard, he worked harder. Daisy rooted around the cupboard for some chocolate-covered pretzels as Beanie continued. “I got distracted by the new Fashionland update earlier today, and now I’m waaaaay—”


“Hang on, Beans, do you play that game, too?” Daisy asked as she straightened up.


“Darling, who doesn’t?” Beanie replied, and he pulled a face like, obviously!


Daisy pointed a thumb at herself, then popped open the packet and munched a pretzel. Bliss! “I don’t think I’d be any good at it, to be honest,” she said. “You know I’m about as fashionable as a postbox!”


Beanie laughed and took another swig of coffee. “Well, I’m always up for a makeover, you know that.” They both looked up as they heard Daisy’s mum’s key in the door. “Right, that’s my cue, Daisy Doodle. I’ll see you tomorrow!”


He breezed out of the kitchen, giving Daisy’s mum a quick peck on the cheek as he passed her, and waved goodbye to them both.


“Hi, sweetheart,” Daisy’s mum said, giving her a hug. She looked tired, and Daisy offered to heat up the leftovers in the fridge for dinner.


After they ate, Daisy went to her laptop. When she unlocked it, the Fashionland icon appeared. Beanie must have downloaded it. Normally she’d spend her evenings coding, but she was intrigued so clicked into the game. She knew Beanie would be far from impressed if she messed up his score, so she started a new game, assigning her avatar the name AlgoRhythm777.


“Let’s see …” she muttered to herself, quickly working out the gameplay. Her avatar was a faceless grey mannequin. The cursor keys moved the avatar around, and Daisy made it gather up some of the floating coins like Ava had shown her. There was a coin-counter in the corner of the screen that increased as she collected coins. Moving her avatar along the sunny street in the game, she came to a mall that looked similar to the one Ava had gone into.


Inside, Daisy moved her avatar over to a make-up counter and smiled as a pop-up option box suddenly appeared. She could select some basic facial features, make-up and also a wig. As she clicked on some brown eyes, pink lipstick, winged eyeliner and a short brown bob, the items started to appear on her avatar, so she looked a bit more like a character.


“That’s better,” Daisy said to herself with a smile.


She moved her character away from the make-up counter and clicked the cursors until the avatar hopped on to an escalator. She found herself on a floor filled with clothing racks. She moved her character towards them, but option menus only popped up for some of the clothes.


“I suppose I don’t have enough coins for those yet,” Daisy murmured. But she clicked on what she could – a plain white tank top and a pleated denim skirt. Now she had a hairstyle and make-up, and also a basic outfit for her character. She navigated back out to the Fashionland street with a satisfied nod. She didn’t think she looked as stylish as some of the other avatars strutting down the pavements of the brightly lit world the game was set in, but it was kind of fun.


She hit another button, and a chat box popped up on the screen.


[image: A digital chat screen shows two users, DivaDoll567 and AlgoRhythm777, talking about a fashion-themed online game. The background is decorated with a repeating dress pattern. DivaDoll567 welcomes AlgoRhythm777 and offers cheat codes for new outfits, and AlgoRhythm777 replies with interest.]


Daisy tapped a finger against her lip, thinking. Maybe there was some way to hack Fashionland and make different outfits – ones not already available? What if she could even add Beanie’s velvet sweatshirt to the game? He’d get a real kick out of that! Daisy’s coding skills were good – she’d spent hours teaching herself – but she wouldn’t know where to start when it came to designing clothes. There had to be a way to use her tech superpowers to give AlgoRhythm777 the edge in the next contest. She dived back into Fashionland and carried on exploring, determined to come up with a plan.
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