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To Sidonie. For believing in me
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The race was on.

Jonah Delacroix pushed the wheels under his feet hard into the ground, propelling himself forward and breaking away from the pack. Tonight’s race, under the cover of darkness and in full violation of national curfew, brought over a hundred racers from across south London to compete in a vicious roller derby. The prize was cold, hard meta-dollars. Enough cash to keep Jonah and his mum fed and sheltered for at least six months. He needed to win.

Jonah was smaller than the other racers and he would be cut down and torn up if he stayed in the pack. He charged ahead to put a safe distance between him and the twenty lead skaters he’d been keeping pace with. Jonah felt his blades eating up the road. His posture, his balance and his rhythm were perfect. The mouldering warehouses that lined this disused service road flashed by with breath-taking speed. It almost felt like flying.

Almost.

It was the closest Jonah could get in the real world. When he raced, when he felt the wind whip back his hair, he could almost believe he wasn’t here at all, in the failed state of Britain that supposedly used to be Great, but back in the Metasphere, back in the virtual world that felt so much more real to him than this course, this night, this race.

‘Focus,’ he whispered to himself. He knew that if he thought too much, let his mind wander, he might hit a pothole and fall.

He had skated this race three times before, and twice he had come close to winning. But not close enough. Jonah had been practising each night for two months. He knew every bend, every turn, every bump and pothole on this course. He knew where every fallen lamppost and overstuffed recycling machine was that would get in his way.

He spotted the bus stop, the halfway mark, and had to force himself not to laugh at its quaintness.

He could win, this time. He had to win. He had cashed in nearly all of his meta-dollars to enter the race, but the pot was well worth it. Enough to pay for food and even rent on the upper deck for half a year, if he and his mum ate carefully. It would be their first lucky break in years.

Jonah trailed behind only four competitors, but he was keeping pace with them, doing better than he’d ever performed before. But then, as he tried to overtake one of the bigger racers, he saw something sparkling on his leather jacket. Razor wire!

The razor-clad racer swiped furiously at Jonah with his right arm. Jonah crisscrossed his legs and pulled himself into a tuck. The deadly arm swung over his head and Jonah pushed all of his power down into his left blade to escape.

I cannot lose tonight.

He sprinted hard, out of the reach of the razor wire.

Up ahead, he spotted the tall, faded sign of a shuttered DIY warehouse that marked the final stretch. Jonah had a clear but distant memory of visiting that building with his dad. He remembered standing on a pushcart, hovering over the shiny floor as his dad pushed him down the main aisle, rows of toilets and tools whooshing by. It had felt like flying.

When Jonah reached the sign, sun-bleached and cracked, he took encouragement from its slogan: DIY: Get To It!

He pushed his aching legs harder and faster than ever before. One more burst of speed and he could actually win. He made a perfect lunge turn, and stalked the three leaders, gaining on them.

For the first time in a long time, Jonah felt hopeful.

Get to it!

 

Oblivious to the roller race that was about to speed past, two figures skulked outside the boarded-up DIY warehouse.

Sam, the smaller and younger of the two, a seventeen-year-old girl with short-cut red hair, didn’t know what ‘DIY’ meant, but took comfort in the encouragement that the faded sign gave her. Get To It! She was about to. Even if it was illegal and very dangerous.

Wearing a fitted black jumpsuit and a charcoal backpack, Sam blended into the darkness as she kept watch over the empty stretch of road.

A few steps behind Sam, an older man worked at the warehouse door with a crowbar. An old-fashioned tool for an old-fashioned job. The man had greying hair, a straggly beard and intense eyes. He wore black coveralls like Sam’s. He was called Axel, but to Sam he had another name. To her, Axel was ‘Dad’.

With a splintering of wood, the door flew open. Axel motioned to Sam to follow him through it. She pulled a torch from one of her many pouches, snapped it on.

As she stepped into the dark warehouse, she felt a chill settling on her shoulders.

Great, angular shapes towered before Sam, rows and rows of them. In the light of her torch beam, she could see their dull grey surfaces. Mainframe computers. Server racks. They were old, decades old, but still working. They hummed and clicked almost smugly to themselves.

Sam hadn’t imagined the drop in temperature. A cold draught played about her neck from an air-conditioning vent in the wall. Despite this, the air in the warehouse was thick with dust, and her nose itched uncontrollably.

In a far corner of the ceiling, she could see a red pinpoint of light. She took Axel by the arm, directing his gaze towards it. He nodded. ‘Motion detectors,’ he muttered, ‘and they’ve already sensed us. Nothing we didn’t expect.’

‘All the same,’ said Sam, ‘we should get to it.’ She shrugged the pack from her back and fumbled with its straps.

‘No need to rush, kiddo,’ said Axel. ‘The police will be across town, chasing after Bradbury’s distraction. They’ll never get bikes here before we’re done.’

‘You hope,’ said Sam, ‘but what if they didn’t fall for the distraction? What if they left a patrol in this area?’

Sometimes, she felt like she was the grown-up and Axel the teenager, like she had to look after him when it should have been the other way round. Her father was all impulse and no thought, and in Sam’s eyes this was a dangerous thing, especially in their line of work. She had to admit, though, that his instincts were usually good.

She produced the first of the explosives from her pack, handed them to him. They were plastique, off-white in colour, the size and shape of house bricks. Axel began to place them around the warehouse, as Sam unwound the detonator cord.

Her hands were trembling. She willed them to stop. There was nothing to be afraid of – as long as she kept her cool. Anyway, it was too late to back out now, even if she had wanted to.

Sam and Axel were Guardians. To many, that meant they were terrorists – or ‘internet insurgents’ – but Sam knew the truth. She knew the Guardians were fighting for everyone’s freedom. She believed in that cause, and was ready to fight for it.

But was she ready to die for it?
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The ground shook beneath Jonah’s blades, his ears were assailed by a blast of noise, and a wave of heat slammed his left side.

Jonah lost his balance. He tried to recover, but his body betrayed him. His arms and legs lashed out in an unco-ordinated flounder. His blades ran away with themselves, and sent him head over heels. Jonah landed on his back, struggling to breathe from the impact.

He looked up at the burning warehouse store, a thick plume of smoke billowing up to obscure the moon. The giant sign cracked and blistered until its words of encouragement were completely lost. A pulsating alarm pierced the night. Jonah didn’t know if the explosion was an accident or the work of terrorists, but right now he didn’t care.

A few other racers had been stopped in their tracks – the kid in the razor wire bled from where the debris had pushed his deadly decorations through his jacket – but the three leaders were surging ahead. Jonah clambered to his feet and pushed off again with all his strength. He couldn’t give up now.

Against the orange glow of the burning building, Jonah spied two fleeing silhouettes. They ran out into the street, directly in front of him.

He crisscrossed his blades to avoid a collision, but instead thumped into a muscular racer, who shoved him back into one of the silhouettes. A girl.

Jonah reached around her body, almost hugging her to keep himself upright. He noticed her short red hair and her green eyes, which widened with alarm. She was beautiful, he thought – but she was also in his way.

The second silhouette – a man in black coveralls –appeared and pulled the girl away. They dashed across the street and disappeared into darkness.

Jonah turned his attention back to the race, but it was too late. He could see the first of the other racers now, skating past the row of recycling machines that marked the finishing line. It was over. Jonah had lost. Again.

He skated up to the organisers – a cabal of four rough-looking teenagers, not much older than him – to protest. ‘Aren’t you going to call a rerun?’

But they shook their heads in dismissal. The winner, a hulking kid, who, judging by his sleek six-wheel skates, didn’t need the money, laughed at Jonah as he swiped his cash-card through the hand-held machine. It instantly transferred thousands of meta-dollars to his account.

‘But the explosion,’ he cried. ‘That wasn’t fair! I was… I could have won! If you knew how much I needed…’

His voice tailed off. No one was listening. Jonah’s cheeks burnt fiercely with the injustice of it all, but there was nothing he could do.

The racers were already dispersing, melting into the nocturnal shadows, and an older kid rolled up behind Jonah and suggested he do the same. ‘Probably another terrorist attack,’ said the kid, ‘so you know there are going to be police bikes and fire-bots here any minute. You should get home before they see you.’

He was right, of course. The last thing Jonah needed right now, on top of everything else, was to be caught breaking curfew.

 

Sam sprinted away from the frantic boy on wheels. She looked back just once to see if she was being followed, but the boy had gone. What if he could describe me to the police? she thought.

The explosion had been bigger than she had expected. They had used too much plastique. Sam had said as much, but Axel had insisted it was better too much than too little. The important thing was that the servers were completely destroyed.

In the mouth of an adjacent alleyway, they checked themselves for injuries. In the light of the flickering fire, Sam checked herself over, then her father, for cuts and scrapes. They were both unscathed – which was something of a miracle. Axel didn’t seem to care that they could have been hurt badly. More likely, he hadn’t even thought about it.

Sam tugged at his sleeve, anxiously. ‘The police will be on their way,’ she reminded him, ‘along with everybody else.’

Axel accepted the caution, and they raced for their bikes.

They had pedalled a good, safe ten blocks away before they heard the first sirens approaching.

‘We could have been killed tonight,’ said Sam, leading her father down a series of back streets that she had mapped out in advance. ‘Was it worth the risk?’

‘We hit the Millennials where it hurts,’ said Axel. ‘In the wallet. Those servers held the details of hundreds of thousands of their e-commerce operations.’

‘Even so,’ said Sam, ‘it’s just a drop in the ocean!’

‘You wait, kiddo,’ said Axel. ‘You wait and see. We’ve just cost the Millennials a few million meta-dollars, and that’s not even the important thing. The important thing is that the Metasphere will be buzzing with news of this tomorrow. We’ve made a statement tonight, struck a blow. For the Guardians. For freedom.’

‘I guess so,’ said Sam, although she wasn’t convinced. She knew that every time the Guardians destroyed Millennial property they also eroded goodwill and polarised public opinion. She often wondered, silently, if there was a better way to achieve their goals.

‘Don’t worry, kiddo,’ said Axel, sensing her anxiety, ‘we leave England the day after tomorrow. Once we find those Four Corners, we’ll swing this whole war our way.’

 

Jonah’s mood sank even further as he rounded the last corner and saw the five hundred red buses huddled tightly together on what used to be called Clapham Common, but what Jonah now called home.

He had never imagined, growing up, that he would end up living somewhere like this. And now, it seemed that even this place – even a cramped bus-flat – might be more than he and his mum could afford.

The last few solar-powered lights were flickering, illuminating the bus-burb ahead of him. The wire mesh gate to the outside world hung open as it so often did, the padlock missing, no one bothering to replace it. His mum was always complaining about it. She said, one day, a burglar would march right through that gate, break into their bus and take everything they had. Jonah didn’t agree. Every Londoner knew that bus-burb residents had nothing worth stealing.

Jonah’s dad had told him once that, when he was a boy, this whole area had been grass and trees. He had come here to play football at the weekends. Jonah never quite knew if his father was kidding or not.

Of course, to hear Dad talk, everything had been different back then. Back before the world’s population hit the big ten. Back when petrol had been plentiful, water flowed freely, and global warming was just a disputed theory and not a daily reality. Back when schools and medical care had been available to everyone, not just to the privileged few.

As Jonah threaded his way through the labyrinth of red metal, avoiding pools of stagnant rainwater and broken glass, he thought to himself that his father’s childhood Britain sounded like it was out of a fairy tale. He still lost his way sometimes among the long-shuttered buses, but he could always find his bus by its number, 137, and by the name displayed in white lettering on its front: Marble Arch.

Dad was gone now. It was since he had died – since he had been killed three years ago – that everything had gone wrong for Jonah’s family. His mum had been unable to keep up the rental payments on their little flat in Brockley so she took Jonah to live in the Battersea Power Shelter for months before she found them an upper-deck flat in the Boris Bus.

Jonah’s bus was dark, both the upper and lower decks. He was relieved that his mum was asleep, and that his downstairs neighbours, Mr and Mrs Collins, who ran a meta-pub out of their flat, were too. He slipped off his blades, pried open the rear door to the bus and crept silently up the curved stairs. He was looking forward to getting a few hours of sleep before logging into school.

He quietly hid his skates under a dirty pile of laundry that his mum wouldn’t dare rummage through and reached for his hammock.

And that’s when he knew he’d been caught.

‘Jonah Benedict Delacroix,’ his mother’s voice rang.

When she used his full name, Jonah knew he was in for it.


3

Over five thousand miles away from Jonah’s cramped bus-flat, a rich man awoke in an equally cramped jail cell.

Matthew Granger could hear gunfire and explosions outside – the sounds, he thought with satisfaction, of a government falling. He checked his watch again. If he had timed this right, his supporters would be reaching him within the next ten minutes. He would be out of this prison in twenty, well away from California before an hour had passed.

Granger heard footsteps outside, running. The inspection hatch in his cell door was yanked open and a youthful pair of blue eyes peered in, brightening at the sight of him.

‘You may want to stand back, sir,’ said the youth. Granger did so, flattening himself against the white concrete wall. A small explosion blew the door off its hinges, and his rescuers – three of them, all young, all clad in combat fatigues – were revealed in the doorway. Granger’s loyal followers, his Millennials. He righted himself on the poor excuse for a bed and addressed them as if from a throne.

‘You have a plane waiting?’ he said. It was an assumption, not a question.

‘Yes, sir.’

‘And my legs?’

The young Millennials wheeled in a large aluminium case and opened it to reveal Granger’s two cyber-kinetic walking legs. The prison had barred him from wearing them in case they were weaponised – which, of course, they were.

‘And you remembered to put a 2012 vintage cuvée de prestige on ice?’ Granger smiled – the charming, good-humoured smile that he had perfected to open doors for him ever since the accident. He had not yet turned forty, but he was aware he looked much younger with his tussled, dirty-blond hair and cherub-like complexion. ‘Good champagne has been so hard to come by in this place.’

‘It’s an honour to meet you, Mr Granger.’

‘I’m sure. And I can rely upon your continued support?’ The three Millennials talked over each other in their haste to assure him that indeed he could. ‘You see, my friends,’ said Granger, ‘today marks a bright day for the future of the Metasphere. It’s languished in the hands of incompetents for too long. It is time to take back the world I created.’

‘Some…some people have said,’ the girl spoke up hesitantly, ‘that, once you were freed, you would take over the Four…the Four Corners.’

Granger snapped his artificial legs onto his stumps and smiled again. ‘Yes,’ he declared. ‘And no one will stop me.’

 

Jonah squinted when the harsh, fluorescent light flickered on. His mum, Miriam, had turned it on from where she perched at the base of her bed at the front of the bus. She stared at Jonah with her sad eyes and, for a long minute, she said nothing more than his name.

Jonah hated her silence, which was more and more the norm – she would often sit across from him at their breakfast table as they shared a Pro-Meal pouch, and gaze into the middle distance. But not right now.

Tonight, Jonah’s mum stared directly at Jonah with an expression he could guess was a mix of anger and disappointment.

‘I thought I could win,’ he explained, hoping it would make a difference.

‘It’s not safe out there, Jonah,’ she finally said. ‘I heard an explosion, and you weren’t in your hammock.’ She wiped the tears away on the sleeve of her dressing gown. ‘I just can’t lose you too.’

Jonah didn’t know what to say. He felt himself seize up with his mother’s sadness. ‘Not to mention getting caught out after curfew!’ she said in a raised whisper. ‘Perhaps if I took away your Metasphere privileges…’

‘It’s not a privilege, it’s a right!’ Jonah shot back, harsher than he intended. His mum had threatened to keep him off-line before, but even though she was a meta-phobe now, and never went online, Jonah’s whole world was on the internet: his school, their digital gift shop, and his only other ‘living’ relative, his grandmother. She would never follow through on her threat, he guessed.

‘I’m sorry,’ Jonah said. ‘I just really thought I would win, and then we’d have enough money…’

‘I make money at the bank,’ his mum said defensively.

‘I know, I know, Mum, but you could make so much more if you actually went into the Metasphere. Real world jobs are for…’ Jonah caught himself before he finished his thought. But Miriam knew what he was thinking even if he didn’t say it aloud. She pushed back her long, black hair and exhaled slowly, shaking her head.

‘Losers?’ she asked. ‘That’s what you think of me, isn’t it?’

‘Of course not,’ Jonah pleaded. ‘It’s just…it’s just, I think you’d be much, well, happier if you went online.’

‘A virtual world is not an escape from the real one.’

At last, Jonah agreed on something with his mum. To him, the virtual world wasn’t an escape. It was a replacement. It was brighter and better in every way, and Jonah wished that he didn’t have to live in the real world at all.

‘You’ll need to list the shop,’ she said definitively. ‘You know we need the money.’

‘I can get us money,’ Jonah pleaded. ‘I can race again and—’

‘No! We’re not having this discussion. You have to sell the shop. There’s just no other way.’

Jonah had known it was coming, and had hoped his win in the race would avoid or at least postpone this eventuality. But now, his mother had decided. It was time to sell the digital gift shop that she and Jonah’s dad, Jason, had created when they first got married. It was the only thing left in the Metasphere that reminded Jonah of his father, and he was going to lose it.
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Morning came too quickly. Jonah’s mum had to wake him twice before he finally tilted himself out of his hammock, bleary-eyed.

Breakfast was the usual: strawberry Pro-Meal, a protein paste that came in a plastic pouch. Exhausted from the night before, Jonah slumped at the dining table, a thin sliver of wood that protruded from the wall in front of two plastic seats. He slurped the Pro-Meal directly from the packet. It was gritty and had probably never seen a strawberry, but real food had long been out of their budget.

Mum stood a hand-held monitor by Jonah’s elbow and she tapped the co-ordinates of her favourite news channel. On the screen, an animated flamingo and an unfamiliar rhinoceros were delivering the headlines of the day. The butterfly, Jonah thought to himself, must have the day off.

‘We can confirm that the American government has defaulted and collapsed,’ explained the flamingo in a calm, female voice.

‘And with other western governments on the brink of bankruptcy,’ said the rhino in an agitated, gruff voice, ‘the virtual world, once considered the ultimate safe harbour from the volatility of the real world, is poised to become a battleground between the Guardians and the Millennials.’

The Guardians and the Millennials!

Lately, everyone was talking about those two groups, about which of them was right. As if there could be any choice. Jonah didn’t know how anyone could support the terrorist Guardians. Not after what they had done to his family.

‘I thought they might say something about the explosion last night,’ said Mum.

‘It must’ve been those null-faced Guardians,’ Jonah argued. ‘Someone needs to stop them.’

Jonah’s mum swiped off the monitor and put her coat on. ‘I’ve got to get to work, and you’ve got to get to school. And don’t forget to list the shop at auction afterwards. No excuses!’

‘Can’t we wait a few more months?’

‘Wait for what? Until we starve?’

‘But Dad would’ve wanted us to…’

‘Dad’s gone,’ she said, cutting him off. ‘And he’s not coming back. We have to move on. You know that, Jonah.’

Mum kissed him on the forehead and disappeared down the spiral staircase. Jonah heard her tell Mrs Collins that he’d be putting the shop up for auction after school.

Jonah squeezed the Pro-Meal pouch, slurping the last remnants of strawberry-flavoured mush, and tossed it into the recycling container. Heavy footed, he descended the bus stairs and was greeted on the lower deck by Mrs Collins. She glanced at her watch and shook her head in friendly admonishment.

Jonah was late for school.

Again.

 

In the daytime, Mr and Mrs Collins ran their flat – the lower deck of Jonah’s bus – as a meta-pub. They had left most of the old vinyl-covered seats in place, so their plugged-in patrons sat in rows, two by two.

Jonah yawned as he slipped into his usual seat near the front and felt for the Ethernet wire by its side. ‘That explosion keep you up too?’ asked Mr Collins. ‘I bet it was them Guardians. Freedom fighters, my bottom! Terrorists, more like!’

He continued to mutter to himself about the state of the world as he handed Jonah a sterile Direct Internet adaptor packet. Jonah tore open the foil wrapper with his teeth. He snapped the nozzle-like adaptor onto the end of the Ethernet wire. Then he reached around to his lower back, pulled up his T-shirt and felt for the small plastic ring that guarded the opening to his spine.

To Jonah, this was nothing unusual. Like most people his age, he had had the Direct Interface or DI socket fitted as a baby. It was a part of him.

Jonah Delacroix had never known a world without the Metasphere.

England, like most countries, had all but run out of oil. Carbon rationing made it difficult, almost impossible, to go anywhere. And who wanted to see more of the real world, anyway? The real world was hot, crowded and violent. But inside, in the Metasphere, everything was different.

In the Metasphere, Jonah could fly. He could go where he liked – outside of school hours, that was.

‘I’ll be a bit late today. I’ve got to auction the shop after school,’ he said, partly complaining and partly explaining.

‘I know, dear. Your mum told me. Shame.’ Mrs Collins tapped in CHANG ACADEMY into the datapad tethered to Jonah’s monitor and held up the screen, showing Jonah’s Point of Origin co-ordinates for his approval. ‘We’d buy that place from you if we had the meta-dollars, but we don’t. So that’s that.’

Jonah carefully guided the nozzle into the plastic ring. He had done this a thousand times before, but the cold adaptor still gave him a shiver every time he twisted it in.

Click. The first ridge snapped into place. Jonah pushed it further inside until it made a connection with his spinal fluid.

Click. The adaptor would now transmit data through his central nervous system, directly interfacing with his brain.

‘You’re all set,’ said Mrs Collins. ‘Now make sure you learn something in there.’

She tapped the screen of Jonah’s datapad to confirm his entry into the Metasphere. With one tap of a finger, a familiar wave of nausea swept away the real world and plunged him into a dark vertigo.

Each of Jonah’s five senses slipped away as his mind was pulled deeper into the computer network. It would take his brain a moment to adjust to its new reality, a virtual reality. He closed his blind eyes, and was dimly aware of his real-world body slumping in his seat. Jonah wouldn’t need it where he was going.
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Jonah’s senses came back to him, starting with his vision. A bright, three-dimensional digital landscape unfolded around him – around his digital self.

He was standing in ivy-covered grounds before the stately facade of one of the best, and most expensive, public school franchises in the online world: the Chang Academy for Gifted Youths.

Jonah was just in time. The main doors were already closing. He took to the sky, leaving behind him a hovering, giant gold ring, his exit halo, his own personal portal between worlds. He felt the cool, sweet air of the Metasphere in his face and a familiar thrill in his stomach. In here, he felt at home.

Jonah guided his flight precisely, in control over every muscle in his virtual body. He swooped through the school doors, through the scanner that logged his arrival.

‘Jonah Benedict Delacroix,’ the automated scanner announced in a tinny voice as the doors clicked shut behind him. A forbidding padlock icon appeared over them, to lock the students in and keep the freeloaders out.

Jonah had attended a real-world school once, but it had been closed down and the next nearest had been a four-mile walk away. He had hated it there, anyway. He had been on the losing end of one too many schoolyard fights. His dad had hunted down a Chang scholarship for him. He could never have afforded to have come to a place like this, otherwise.

He came to a graceful landing in the entrance hall – flying in the corridors was against school rules. A red dialogue balloon popped up by Jonah’s side, to notify him that his presence had been marked in the school register along with a demerit for his late arrival. He dismissed it with a flick of his fingers and hurried to his classroom, making sure that his feet touched the floor with every step.

He passed a silver centaur, which looked at him with disapproval. ‘Late again, Mr Delacroix?’ it said in a fluting, female voice.

‘Yes, miss,’ said Jonah. ‘Sorry, miss.’

 

The rest of Jonah’s class were already at their desks. He apologised to his teacher, a golden Chinese phoenix called Mr Peng, as he hurried to his usual seat at the back.

‘Glad you could make it, humatar,’ clucked Harry, whose desk was next to Jonah’s. He had the shape of a fidgety rooster.

Jonah was, in fact, surrounded by all manner of creatures: cats and dogs, a panther, a yellow cow, even a seven-foot-tall robot. In the Metasphere, everyone was represented by a unique avatar, some more bizarre than others.

Jonah’s avatar, however, was human-form – a ‘humatar’ – a digital doppelgänger of his real-world body. It had the same freckled cheeks, the same tuft of dark hair that he could never quite get to lie down. It was a little taller than Jonah’s real body – which was short for his age – and yet still shorter than the majority of the beasts around him. He was still waiting, impatiently, for a major growth spurt.

Jonah’s was the only humatar in the school, much to his embarrassment. He hated the fact that he looked so ordinary. Not that there was anything he could have done about it. No one could control what their avatar looked like. Each one was born in a deep recess of its owner’s subconscious mind.

He flexed his wrist, and an icon that only Jonah could see – a small iron safe – appeared before him. This was Jonah’s inventory space, a private storage locker for his files, photos and apps. Jonah reached in and plucked out his virtual datapad. It downloaded the notes from the lesson so far.

The class had been discussing the only topic on everyone’s minds: the fall of the United States government.

‘My dad says it’s a good thing the governments are collapsing,’ said a panther from the far side of the classroom. His name was Mike Sawyer, and he was the only other student in the class from England. ‘He says the sooner we get rid of ours too, the better.’

‘They just want to poke their noses into our lives,’ agreed a giant ladybird called Angela, ‘and take our meta-dollars in taxes.’

‘The whole Metasphere runs slower since the governments took over,’ argued Mike.

Mr Peng raised a wing for silence. ‘A lot of people do feel that way,’ he acknowledged. ‘They believe the real and the virtual worlds should remain entirely separate. All the same, events in one world can and do affect the other.’

Jonah scowled. Didn’t he come here to escape the real world?

‘So, if the Metasphere is no longer to be run by the real-world governments,’ said Mr Peng, ‘then who should control it?’

‘It should go back to Matthew Granger and the Millennials,’ asserted Mike. A few voices murmured their agreement to this, while others jeered in opposition.

‘Why should any one person control it?’ Kylie Ellis spoke up. Her avatar was a floating purple square, perfectly flat, which pulsed in time with her words. No one quite knew what that was about. ‘The Metasphere belongs to its users,’ she argued, sounding like a Guardian. ‘It belongs to all of us!’

The class erupted into a heated debate, which Jonah tried to tune out:

‘You can’t just let everyone do what they like. There’d be chaos!’

‘We can look after ourselves. We don’t need anyone to do it for us.’

‘But what about things like avatar fraud? What would you do about—?’

Everyone was shouting over each other, to get their opinions across. It was one of the things Jonah hated about politics: nobody ever listened, everybody just spoke.

‘The Guardians say they’ll set up communities to self-regulate—’

‘—who’d regulate them?’

‘—give anyone that kind of power, and the next thing you know they’ll be keeping secrets from us, deciding what we can and can’t know.’

‘Matthew Granger wouldn’t do that,’ said Mike. ‘He wouldn’t censor content like the governments do. He—’

‘—was sent to prison for tax evasion, wasn’t he? He’s no better than—’

Jonah couldn’t bear to listen to any more of it.

The classroom fell silent as he leapt to his feet, his fists clenched, his shoulders trembling. ‘If it wasn’t for Matthew Granger,’ he said in a quiet, angry voice, ‘there wouldn’t even be a Metasphere.’

‘You’re just saying that because your dad used to work for him,’ said Davey Biggs, a hippopotamus, who sat behind Jonah.

‘Am not,’ protested Jonah. ‘I’m saying it because it happens to be true. Mr Granger created the Metasphere, and he was doing a perfectly good job of running it till it was stolen from him.’

‘Do you know what I heard?’ boasted Mike. ‘I heard that Matthew Granger busted out of his jail last night. He’s coming back!’

Kylie’s square icon gave a shudder that Jonah took to be a headshake. ‘He can’t just plug back in and expect to take over. The Guardians won’t allow it.’

‘Who cares what the Guardians think?’ spat Jonah. ‘They’re terrorists!’

‘They’re fighting for us all,’ insisted Kylie.

‘They’re just thugs and killers!’ Jonah countered.

‘The Metasphere shouldn’t be controlled by a dictator,’ shouted Kylie, ‘and it won’t be. I believe the Guardians will make it free, whatever it takes.’

‘Including murder? Including bombing innocent people?’ Jonah glared at his classmates, each in turn, challenging them to disagree with him. Most stared down at their desks in discomfort, and Kylie Ellis seemed to turn a slightly redder shade of purple.

‘Yeah, my dad was Matthew Granger’s pilot,’ said Jonah. Tears were welling up inside him, remembering that day, three years ago, the airport bombings, the day his father didn’t come home. ‘And you all know what happened to him.’ In one day, thirty-seven airports were destroyed, but London’s Heathrow, where Jonah’s father had been taxiing Matthew Granger’s private jet, was the biggest target. ‘He was murdered by the Guardians!’

Mr Peng stepped in to calm things down. ‘Jonah, I’m sure no one meant to upset you,’ he stammered. ‘Let’s move on to today’s lesson. Please.’

 

Jonah couldn’t concentrate on his teacher’s lecture. He felt as if the classroom walls were closing in around him, threatening to crush him.

‘Harry,’ he whispered, ‘do you still have that deconstruction virus?’

‘Yeah,’ said Harry the rooster, ‘but I’m not using it again. I’ll be kicked out for sure.’

‘Then give it to me? Please?’

Harry had earned his Chang scholarship through his programming genius. He only seemed to use this talent, however, for the playing of elaborate practical jokes. Everyone still talked about the time he had deleted the staffroom door.

Harry opened his own inventory space, invisible to everyone else, and pulled out an app in the shape of a biscuit and dropped it into Jonah’s hand. Jonah popped the cookie into his mouth, transferring the data it contained from Harry’s computer terminal – wherever in the real world that was – to his own. Then he rose from his seat, and floated out of the classroom. Mr Peng called after him, concerned, but Jonah ignored him.

He flew down the school hallways, ignoring the rule, until he was back at the padlocked entrance doors. He placed his hands against them and willed Harry’s virus code to spread into them. The millions of pixels that held the doors together separated, and the tiny squares imploded at once with a pop. With the doors completely depixelated, Jonah pushed himself through the opening and emerged into the school grounds. He threw out his arms as far as they would extend, and lifted off.

The Chang Academy fell away beneath his feet. He could feel his anger, his frustration, falling away from him too, the way it always did when he flew like this.

Flying was Jonah’s favourite thing in the Metasphere. He imagined that his dad must have loved it too, when he had flown his aeroplanes in the real world.

Up here, Jonah was free from the shame of his human-form avatar. Free from the responsibility he felt, being the only member of his family left online. And free from a real world where his father never came home any more.

For a few precious moments, Jonah soared above it all.
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The Chang Academy was sited on its own private island, a little way out to sea.

Jonah made for the mainland. He passed over a ring of islands with sandy beaches, swaying coconut trees, and Tikitiki cocktail bars. He looked down to see oblivious avatars sunning themselves on their virtual holidays. As he reached the mainland, he swooped over a haunted forest, where a massive, multiplayer role-play game was in full swing. He spotted platoons of avatars chasing after transparent ghosts with rifles and electric nets. The game, Ghost Smackdown 3, was popular with some of Jonah’s classmates, but when Jonah played a MMORPG, he preferred hunting ‘Brain Sucking Zombies’.

As he gained height, the virtual world sprawled out beneath Jonah like a patchwork quilt. Anyone could buy a plot of virtual land in the Metasphere, and build whatever they wanted on it. These days, big developers were snapping up huge adjacent plots to create giant themed zones – but still, the bulk of the landscape was a hodgepodge of clashing designs and functions.

Jonah banked left above the bright, primary colours of Blockhead Headlock, a popular game zone that Jonah had long grown out of. The usual barrage of advertising pop-ups came screeching and hectoring after him, but he outpaced them easily.

The sky around him thronged with avatars of all shapes and sizes: animals, humatars and geometrical shapes. Most numerous were the birds and the winged insects, and Jonah thought he spotted a grinning helicopter. You didn’t need to have wings or rotors to fly in the Metasphere, but those that did appeared to enjoy flying the most.

 

Jonah touched down in Venus Park: a manicured, Japanese-style cherry blossom paradise, where avatars hovered along the curving pathways or flew between the trees, two by two.

The park was a place for lovers. Separated by great distances in the real world, they could stroll together here, under blossom leaves and over the ornate bridges of the goldfish ponds. Jonah spotted a multi-coloured giraffe walking with a floating rhombus, and a woolly mammoth holding a bouquet of virtual flowers in its trunk, trying to impress a giggling bumblebee that hovered just out of reach.

He didn’t understand why people chose to call that other world – that dull, grey place – the ‘real’ one. It didn’t feel half as real or as vibrant as this world did to him. Venus Park reminded Jonah of better times. On one of the streets that faced the park was the Delacroix family gift shop. He had spent many happy weekends and school holidays working there with his mum and dad, selling digital trinkets to the park’s long-distance couples.

As Jonah looked around, he saw the bumblebee kiss the mammoth and then they parted, diving through their respective exit halos and returning to their real-world lives.

Jonah often wondered who was behind those avatars. He tried to imagine their real-world bodies, like his body, slumped in meta-trances somewhere as their minds flew free. To him, it was unfair that other avatars disguised their users. Jonah’s dad, whose own avatar had been a sleek red dragon, had always said he should be proud that his virtual and real selves were so close to one another. It meant he had nothing to hide.

He saw a group of protestors, marching back and forth in front of the park gates with an angry, mangy hyena at their head.

‘Keep the Millennials off our freedoms!’ barked the hyena. The protesting avatars cheered and applauded his words. It made Jonah so angry that some people could be so ignorant.

With a sigh, he headed for his family’s shop. He didn’t want to sell it. But his mother was right; he didn’t want to starve to death either.

 

The windows of the shop were boarded up, pasted over with digital leaflets from auctioneers and estate agents offering to sell the land. Jonah ripped down one flyer, promising ‘fast sale, low fees’, and the locked door opened for him with one scan of his avatar.

The shelves inside were almost empty, with just a handful of heart-shaped cakes, balloons and teddy bears left upon them. The gift shop had been closed for almost two years now. Mum had blamed governmental red tape, but Jonah knew this was only part of the story. The business had been failing, its brand of virtual gifts and apps considered old-fashioned now. Most days, there had been no more than one or two customers. It had become too much for Jonah’s mum. She had found it too painful to be here, alone.

She had torn out her DI socket and joined the metaphobes and the luddites stuck in the real world. Jonah couldn’t bear the fact that she had done that to herself, cut herself off from the Metasphere, the only reality that mattered, just when he had needed her most. He had tried to respect her decision, but he hadn’t ever understood it.

Jonah spent the rest of the morning cleaning out the shop. He wanted it to be sale-ready for auction to fetch the highest bids. He collected the unsold teddy bears and trinkets, stuffed them into a box and coded them for recycling credits.

He tapped the leaflet, from which sprang a pop-up message asking him to confirm his listing. He tapped YES and flicked the dialogue box away with a flick of his hand. And waited.

The leaflet flickered and scanned the property, generating a 3D blueprint of the shop that hovered above the leaflet. Another pop-up appeared, quoting Jonah an estimated sale price of two hundred and seven meta-dollars, Barely worth it, he thought. Before he had a chance to agree to the listing, another box appeared, flashing in red: WARNING – UNKNOWN APPLICATION DISCOVERED. The small print read:

 

An Unknown Application has been discovered in the property. This may be a virus. Please delete this application before proceeding to auction.

 

Jonah looked around the empty shop and couldn’t see any apps, but he didn’t want to look too hard. The unknown app gave him an excuse not to sell.

Then he noticed something strange about the 3D model. It showed a level below which Jonah was standing. The shop had a secret cellar.

Jonah pulled the empty display cabinets to the walls and stared hard at every centimetre of the virtual wooden floor, before shoving over each display cabinet to see what lay beneath. And there it was, below a cabinet in the centre of the shop – a trapdoor in the floor, with a metal ring for a handle.

Jonah had grown up in this shop. He thought he had explored it thoroughly, poked his nose into every corner, every crevice. So how could there be something here he hadn’t seen before?

Jonah’s heart beat faster as he took the handle in his hand, pulled it, lifted the door open. He was greeted by a strong musty smell and, looking down, he could make out two brick walls, meeting at a corner. The cellar was as long and as wide as the shop itself.

Did Mum and Dad know about this?

It was dark down there, and Jonah wished he had a torch. There could have been anything hiding in that darkness. Some valuable treasure, he hoped – something left behind by the previous owners that could solve all the Delacroixes’ problems. He shook his head; that was just stupid wishful thinking. All the same…

There was no ladder; Jonah dropped himself into the secret cellar. He stood there for a long moment, blinking, waiting for his eyes to adjust to the darkness. He noticed something. Something that caused his stomach to do a somersault.

He wasn’t alone. There was somebody – or something – in the cellar with him.

A figure, crouching in the corner. One he had never thought he would see again.

It was a huge, red dragon. Its wings were folded behind its back. Its fierce yellow eyes were glaring right at Jonah. He took two steps back, away from the creature, then he stopped himself. And approached it instead.

He knew this avatar, knew it almost as well as he knew his own, but… But that was impossible. Wasn’t it?

‘Dad?’
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The dragon gave no reply. Jonah took another step towards it, looked closer. His chest had tightened until he could hardly speak, hardly breathe, but he had to know.

‘Dad… Is that you?’

‘Jonah…’ the dragon said in his father’s low voice. Jonah had almost forgotten how soothing it was. Had his father been hiding down here all this time?
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