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				Truth is the cry of all, but game of the few.

				George Berkeley
1744
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				Earth has its boundaries, but human stupidity is limitless.

				Gustave Flaubert

			

		

	
		
			
				

				1

				A school shouldn’t be this quiet. I slip down the stairs, Hex a shadow behind me, matching my exaggerated careful, slow steps. Sound or sudden movement trigger the cameras, and I fight to breathe slowly, in and out, silent as I can, though my heart is thudding so loud I’m sure it will set the cameras off all on its own. But they stay still.

				We pass the final year students’ rooms, one by one. They are silent as graves with a red light over each door marking them as occupied. I glance back at Hex, an eyebrow raised, and can see he is worried. Could we be that unlucky that this is the one day of the year that every single student is in attendance? But at last there is an empty room. Hex pulls a face: it’s Jezzamine’s. If they trace the hack to here, retribution will be harsh. But as good as his word, he fiddles the lock and is inside and plugged in within seconds.

				Now it’s up to me. Come on, Luna, you can do this. I continue my slow progress to the next corridor, and wait. Through the window in the door I can just see the green light of the camera. Security is higher through here, cameras on all the time and not just sound and motion. There is no point in continuing if Hex can’t—

				And the green light goes out.

				I grin, and remember just in time to move slowly until I’m through the door and out of range of the hall detectors. Once the door shuts I dash across the room to the next door just as the lock clicks open. Hex, you are brilliant.

				Remembering he wasn’t sure he could keep it unlocked for long, I look around the office for something to jam in the door, then end up shoving one of my shoes in it. I step into the room.

				So this is the centre of evil.

				It looks much like any other PIP, but hooked into this Plug In Point is the Bag herself – Beatrice Annabel Goodwin OBE, Head of Learning and Chief Torturer of Students. Her usually disdainful face is blank; her body is here on the PIP sofa, the rest of her in virtual assembly. We picked the one moment of the week that every single one of the regular students and teachers would be there, occupied and unable to unplug.

				Nervous to be this close to her, I can’t stop myself from waving a hand in front of her face: no reaction. Don’t be an idiot, Luna. You’re wasting time.

				I pull the gloves and paint out of my backpack, and get to work.

				When I’m done, I back out of the room. The camera light is still off. I stoop to pull my shoe out of the doorway; the door clicks to and locks. I hesitate, staring at the shoe in my hand. They’re purple, and I hand-painted the butterflies on them myself. The only pair quite like them.

				I push the shoe just out of sight behind a plant in the outer office. This time, there will be no escape.

				Rachel raises an eyebrow as I slip into my seat next to hers. ‘Where’ve you been?’

				‘Nowhere.’ But I can’t stop myself from grinning. Our minder, Anderson, is still slumped on his desk asleep, and our class of Refuser misfits in its usual chaos.

				She shakes her head. ‘That look means trouble is in the air, and nowhere is somewhere you weren’t supposed to be. And where is your shoe?’

				I glance down: one purple butterfly shoe on the left, barefoot on the right. ‘I seem to have misplaced it.’ Good idea, bad idea? Time will tell, but my stomach is clenching in knots. I didn’t really think that through, did I?

				Hex slips through the classroom door a few minutes later as planned, and sits at the back. I turn and glance at him, like I’m not supposed to do. He’s all nonchalant, but he didn’t leave a shoe behind.

				‘I don’t suppose you’ve got spare shoes with you?’ I whisper to Rachel.

				She shakes her head. ‘Even if I did…’ She shrugs, no need to finish the sentence. Rachel is an RE: a Refuser on Religious Exemption. Her church refuses technology, and fashion: her plain chunky black shoes would scream wrong on my feet. ‘How about your gym shoes?’ she says.

				Can I get out to the lockers and back again before—

				The door opens. No. I can’t.

				It’s Mrs Goodwin, but not like we’ve seen her before. Her face is serene, unaware. As serene as you can be with elaborate face paint: a clown face, but not just any clown. A nightmare clown. A giant, manic red smile and red nose are stark against chalk-white cheeks, and even better: snakes reach down from her hair, like some sort of mad Medusa. Somehow they add up on her face to pure evil. Genius. At last: her exterior matches her interior.

				When Rachel looks up she draws in a sharp gasp, and I can feel Hex’s eyes burning into the back of my skull. All we’d talked about was spray-painting a few comments about the school around her office. But semi-permanent body paint is a much better way to get a point across, isn’t it?

				Careful to show no movement above the desk, I kick my other shoe off, and tuck it and my feet under my backpack.

				Goodwin turns to the teacher’s desk at the front, and raps her hands down loudly on it. Anderson jumps out of his nap, starts to apologise, then looks at her. His words die away.

				‘What is it?’ she snaps, but he just stares at her, mouth opening and closing like he can’t breathe. When he doesn’t instantly answer, she shakes her head and turns away from him. His face is baffled – he probably thinks he is still in a sleep dust-induced dream. Not that he knew there was sleep dust in his tea. Even though he often naps through the morning after giving us our assignments for the day, this time I couldn’t take any chances.

				She faces us. The more familiar long-suffering contempt with a veneer of gentle condescension takes over under the clown face.

				‘Good morning, class. As you’ve missed assembly again, and we don’t want you to miss out on anything important, here I am. In person. No matter how busy I am, every student’s learning is important to us.’

				Her voice drones on with school news and equipment upgrades, and I cast a careful glance about at the other students. In our high school of over 600, the class of Refusers has dwindled down to about twenty, covering all year groups. Others have been browbeaten over time to accept Virtual Education. There are a few, like Hex, here involuntarily – excluded for a short time for virtual misdemeanours. In his case he hacked into eighteen-plus games and bypassed the password net; the whole school was into virtual worlds that parents and teachers most definitely did not approve of. Most of the rest are REs like Rachel, and now that the initial shock of Goodwin’s appearance has passed, they are composed, gazing back at Evil Clown with equanimity – the same way they react to anything interesting. The danger points are the MEs, six of them in a cluster across the room. The Medical Exemptions are unpredictable. Most of them are staring at her with fearful wide eyes, but worse: a few of the younger ones are whispering and struggling not to laugh.

				‘Quiet!’ she suddenly snaps at them, and all noise in the room ceases. ‘I insist on your full attention.’ She moves further into the room, staring every student in the eye in turn. She stops by my desk.

				‘Luna, you’re looking pleased with yourself today,’ she says, and raises an eyebrow. One of the snakes painted across her forehead splits with the movement. She hates all Refusers, but especially me because, in her own words, I have no excuse for it – no religious or medical grounds that preclude me from Virtual Education. No matter that it is part of NUN’s International Bill of Rights of the Child that anyone can decline educational feed Implants. That students can insist on an old-fashioned non-virtual education. Even she can’t ignore New United Nations directives, but she makes sure the standard is as low as is legal, and torments us every chance she gets. Especially me, as she is convinced I Refuse just to spite her, to waste time and resources.

				That’d be a good reason. If only it were true.

				She won’t lay into me with this many witnesses, but I manage to say nothing, to return her gaze calmly. Careful to keep myself from looking either too angry or too happy, the two expressions she can’t bear to see on my face.

				Eventually she breaks gaze, and looks around the room. ‘I’m required by New United Nations directive NUN-92 to emphasise that your continuing refusal of PareCo’s Virtual Education opportunities doesn’t bar you from entry to the PareCo tests.’ Her teeth are gritted, as if saying the words causes her physical pain. ‘All final year students were entered by the school, and those successful at obtaining Test appointments will be notified by school feed tomorrow morning.’

				The two boys at the front are giggling again, hands over faces, trying to stop.

				She spins round, leans forward and puts a hand on each of their desks. ‘What. Is. It. Already?’ she demands, voice raised.

				One of them looks across the room for guidance, and she smacks a hand down on the desktop in front of him.

				‘You: answer me!’

				He swallows. ‘You…you’ve got something on your f-f-f-face,’ he answers.

				‘What?’ She backs away, and nervously brushes at imaginary crumbs. Then Mr Anderson stands up. Convinced he isn’t seeing things now because of what the boy said? He pulls a mirror out of a locker of science equipment, and hands it to her.

				At first I think she won’t look; she’ll smash it on the floor or fling it back at him. But curiosity gets the better of her, and she holds it up. The room is so silent I can hear my heart beating for the second time today.

				She wordlessly puts the mirror down on the desk, and leaves the room.

				Everyone breathes out at the same time when the door swings shut. The lunch bell goes seconds later: she won’t make it back to her office in time. Everyone will emerge into the halls and see her.

				Anderson faces the class. Is that a smile twitching behind his moustache? ‘Well, now. I don’t suppose anyone here knows anything about that?’ The room stays silent. ‘No? Well, if you do, I expect you’ll be hearing about it soon. Go. Off to lunch.’

				My gym trainers don’t go with the purple dress I modified, but being a Refuser has its advantages: you can wear what you want. Even if it is always wrong. The final year students’ lunchroom is crammed with seventeen-year-olds in jeans and red tops. There is no uniform in test year, but apart from Hackers who do their own thing, somehow the rest of them always dress the same. I used to be mystified until Hex told me they confer in Realtime before school.

				By tradition Refusers have our own section of the lunchroom, and despite the crowded room none of the jeans-and-red-shirted others venture too close. Hex comes in late, but instead of heading straight for his Hacker friends as usual, he pauses next to Rachel and me. He raises an eyebrow over his tattoo-encircled left eye: has an extra black swirl been added? That was quick. ‘So. Is art one of your best subjects?’ he asks.

				Rachel gets up. ‘Somehow I don’t think I should be listening to this conversation.’

				She goes to fill a water glass, and I shrug.

				‘You should have told me,’ he chides.

				‘Angry?’

				‘No.’ He grins. ‘Considering that wasn’t virtual, it was brilliant.’

				I smile back. We’d been arguing that very point. So used to spending his life plugged in, he didn’t get the power of the personal touch in the real world. Hex had been convinced virtual means were the only way to get revenge for his exclusion.

				‘But she will be trying very, very hard to find someone to blame,’ he says.

				‘Are your tracks covered?’

				‘Oh, yes. She won’t be able to prove anything. That doesn’t mean she won’t work it out. She’ll know somebody hacked the cameras and door, and there aren’t many here who could do that.’

				‘Modest, aren’t you? What if she notices the new mark by your eye?’

				‘Damn. You noticed? I thought it was subtle.’ He grins, clearly pleased he earned another Hacker’s mark – the Hacker equivalent of bragging about something that cannot be admitted to without risk of prosecution. ‘Anyhow, she’ll know it was more than one person. So are your tracks covered?’

				I stare back at him, a shoe-sized knot of guilt uncomfortable in my stomach. ‘The deal was if one of us gets caught the other says nothing, and I never will. So you have nothing to worry about. Now push off before anyone notices you’re slumming it.’

				Rachel returns to her seat. Conversations echo around me: the whole year saw Goodwin’s face, and it is all they can talk about. I push my lunch about a plate, unable to even think about eating. Will my plan work?

				Lunch is nearly over when it finally happens. Rachel nudges my arm. I look up, and her eyes are fixed on the door. Conversation dies away.

				Robson, head of school security, marches across the room, and stops behind me. A meaty hand clamps onto my shoulder, and pulls me out of my seat.
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				Both my purple shoes are on Goodwin’s desk when I’m marched into her office. She is in a desk chair behind it, her head and face swathed in a scarf.

				‘Leave us!’ she snaps at Robson, and he exits the office. Not good: no witnesses.

				She holds up my right shoe. ‘Exhibit A: found at the scene of the crime.’ She holds up the left one. ‘Exhibit B: found in your locker.’

				I say nothing, stare back at her.

				She yanks the scarf away: her clown face shows signs that she tried to wash it off, but it is still stark – that semi-permanent paint will take days of scrubbing. ‘Would you like to confess? Or should we make like Cinderella, and see if the shoe fits?’ Her voice is strangely calm.

				‘They’re my shoes,’ I say, and hate that my voice wavers.

				She nods her head. ‘Sit down, Luna.’ I perch on the edge of the chair opposite her desk. ‘I suppose you think you’re very, very clever. You are, and that is part of both the problem, and the mystery.’

				‘I don’t know what you—’

				‘Be quiet.’ She stares back. ‘I’ve been looking at your records. You had straight As in primary. In secondary, when you started to Refuse, you’ve been average across the board. Every now and then you get a good grade in maths, almost like you can’t help yourself, but soon follow it up with a fail to make it all very carefully average.’

				‘No! I always do my best in all my subjects.’ The lie hangs in the air between us, heavy and visible like skywriting.

				She smiles. Raises an eyebrow. ‘I don’t need to tell you the chief NUN directives, the conclusions reached after human stupidity and the third world war nearly destroyed the planet. And you know the dual nature of the NUN tests run by PareCo?’

				I nod, no point in denying what everyone knows.

				‘Tell me.’

				‘There are two tests. The first is intelligence quotient. And the second, rationality quotient.’

				‘But that is only half the story. I’m going to tell you something you haven’t been taught in school, but you, my dear, are so clever you may have worked it out. Your very average grades suggest this to me.’

				I stare back at her. ‘I don’t know what you are talking about.’

				‘Then listen. The stated purpose of the tests, IQ and RQ, is to select the best applicants for university and PareCo placements, yes? The ones who are not only brilliant, but rational. The unstated purpose – the duality! – is to identify dangerous individuals. The clever ones, my dear, who are also irrational, and have to be watched, not given responsibility. For the safety of us all. And the reason, of course, is to avoid having the intelligent but irrational in charge of anything, ever again. Not even their own lives. The New United Nations has enforcement powers well beyond any previous UN, solely to prevent this. Because the clever-stupid, as I like to call them, like your mother, are a danger to themselves and society.’

				I won’t react; I won’t. When I was younger Goodwin could make me cry. Not any more. I struggle to hold the pain inside, to keep it from my face, but she knows it is there.

				She smiles, and picks up my right shoe in her hand. ‘And then we come to this interestingly decorated object, casually left behind in my outer office. Placed behind a plant where it wasn’t immediately seen, but easily found on a search. No doubt with your fingerprints all over it. Why?’

				‘I dropped it. That’s all!’

				She shakes her head. ‘Don’t bother, Luna. So. My first thought: that isn’t clever. My second thought: it is irrational. Or is it? What would leaving evidence of your identity behind at the scene of your breaking and entering, and assault upon my person, actually achieve? And I’ve come to one conclusion. You wanted to get caught. But why?’ She pauses, as if waiting for an answer, but I’m too stunned she worked it out to come up with anything.

				‘The answer is obvious. I’m not giving you what you want, Luna. Your elaborate plan has failed. You won’t be expelled.’

				‘What?’

				‘You heard me. But that doesn’t mean you won’t be punished, oh no. Once the tests are under way next week, we’ll find some interesting extra lessons for you to do for the rest of the school year. I haven’t decided quite what yet, but they will be very…interesting. You can alleviate your fate, in part, if you identify your accomplice.’

				‘I acted alone.’

				‘Oh, really? You, a Refuser, hacked into the school security system? And not only that, you did it at the very same time as entering my office?’ She shakes her head. ‘Even you aren’t that clever. Now get to class.’

				She has Robson escort me to my classroom door. When I open it, every face looks up with shock. It seems consensus was that I’d never be seen again. I sit down, and Rachel squeezes my arm.

				I’m a minor celebrity. Even though I don’t confirm or deny anything, everyone put Goodwin’s clown face and Robson hauling me off at lunch together, and by the end of day came up with the right answer for a change. Students who’ve ignored my existence for years break into spontaneous applause when we go down the stairs.

				Despite being totally weirded out by what Goodwin said, worried about what will happen next week and, most of all, upset that I didn’t get expelled so I could spend the last pointless months of school before work placements away from this place, it is kind of fun.

				Until I get home.
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				My stepmother Sally is waiting for me as soon as I walk through the door.

				‘Bea tells me you were trying to get expelled. Are you insane?’

				There is a very big disadvantage to having my stepmother going to the same virtual gym as my head teacher. I walk through to the kitchen to get a drink, and she follows.

				‘What were you thinking?’ she says. ‘I’ve a good mind to get your father in here, and—’

				I look up. I know an empty threat when I hear one. ‘Please do. I haven’t seen him in weeks.’

				There is a giggle from the corner, and I go and slip an arm over Nanna’s shoulders. She switches back to humming, rocking back and forth slightly in her seat.

				My stepmother flops down in a chair in front of us. ‘Luna, I just don’t understand. Why would you try to get expelled?’

				And she looks genuinely distressed, and worried, and I’m contrite.

				‘I’m sorry, Sally. I don’t want to upset you. But what is the point to finishing the year? I’m well out of the grade bracket to get a Test appointment. The rest of the year is just all the failures marking time, before whatever dire work placement headed our way begins.’

				‘If she’d expelled you, that’d be on your record forever, Luna. We’ve got enough problems in this family without you adding to them more than you have already.’

				And I stiffen. Now and then I think she is human, but it always comes back to that: her shame at being associated with our gene pool, that her son is tainted by it forever – by a half-sister who is a Refuser, a grandmother who is away with the fairies. And then there is my infamous mother.

				Sally stands up again. ‘Whatever your reasons, you’re grounded. Forever.’

				‘Well, since I have such an amazing social life, that’ll really hurt. Got anything else? Deny me virtual access, maybe?’

				She stomps off. Nanna sticks out her tongue, and I stifle a giggle.

				Dinner: no Dad as usual, and Sally is giving me the silent treatment, but Jason doesn’t notice. How such a cute kid came out of such a miserable woman is one of life’s great mysteries. Jason babbles on about Virtual Harry Potter World: at ten years old, a few months ago, he finally got access to more levels. And he was SO excited to meet Luna. My namesake. He can’t understand why I won’t plug in and play with him.

				‘Couldn’t you, just this once…’ Sally says, finally breaking the wall of silence.

				‘No. I can’t. In case you might have forgotten, that is kind of what being a Refuser is all about.’

				‘But it’s so much fun, Luna,’ Jason says, and starts telling me all about playing Quidditch, before disappearing to plug in and play some more.

				Before heading up for the night, I go to Dad’s office. Check his life support. His skin is pale, too pale. How long has it been since he’s unplugged? I check a screen log – weeks. I consider an emergency unplug, but what would my excuse be this time? Being pulled from whatever game he is guiding newbies through this evening would make him as grumpy as imaginable. These evening hours are prime time for paying customers. I blow him a kiss, and turn out the light.

				That night it’s the same nightmare, but knowing what it is doesn’t make it stop. There is no escape.

				I’m lying still. It’s warm, soothing; I want to sleep, to drift, to both plug in and disconnect at the same time. To be part of the Game at last.

				Click. The interface shimmers, my vision goes soft. But I’m not in; at least, not properly. The screens and room around me are all still here. But the virtual hallway beckons. My stomach lurches, and I fight to make reality disappear. I hate it.

				I stand, and enter the hall. One step; two. And stupidly, I start to hope. This time, it will be different. This time, I will belong. I hear voices, laughter through doors that beckon and tempt in the hall, and I reach to push one of them open.

				Then the floor shimmers, and disappears.

				I grasp wildly around me but everything turns to smoke, vanishes, and I fall. Hurtling down, faster and faster. Screams rush past me as the virtual world collapses, is gone, turns to nothing. And I know I will fall, gain speed, faster and faster until veins and skin and organs stretch out and burst apart; until I’m not a person any more, but a blur, a smudge.

				But then a hand reaches out.

				It grabs my arm tight, in a claw grip. My arm almost rips from its socket, but somehow it holds, and I stop: like slamming into a brick wall. From freefall to no movement at all, in an instant.

				The pain is so intense… I wake up.

				Not a dream, at least not that part of it: there are hands clenched on both of my arms now, digging painfully into my skin.

				Early morning casts enough light through the window to show wild, panicked eyes. Dark grey-streaked hair in wisps about a drawn face.

				‘Luna, you’re in danger.’ A hissed whisper. ‘You must hide. You have to live; so much depends on you.’

				My heart thuds painfully in my chest from the fear of the fall, the abrupt end to the usual dream. I breathe in and out, try to steady myself so I can steady her.

				I reach my hands to hers, gently ease her fingers one by one from my arms until they release, and then hold her hands in mine.

				‘Nanna, everything’s fine. Don’t worry.’

				‘Don’t let them notice you, Luna, or all will be lost.’ Her eyes are bright, penetrating and focused. She is so rarely present this way, that even though I know it isn’t really her any more, that she doesn’t know what she is even saying most of the time, I can’t help myself. I hope. That she’ll come back to me, be the woman who made up mad adventures with me as the hero; who taught me about the beauty of numbers, and made every day add up to magic. Who told me I must keep my secret, hold it close and dear like life itself.

				Who held me, night after night, after my mother died.

				She starts to tremble, and I sit up and pull her next to me, slip an arm over her shoulders. She is so small, so slight now. It is hard to know where the strength came from to grip my arms so tight that the imprint of her hands is still felt on my skin. Interesting hand-shaped bruises are probably on the way: that’ll give school idiots something else to laugh about.

				‘Did you take your meds last night?’ I ask her, but she is gone again. To wherever she usually goes. She starts to hum, smiling, rocking back and forth to music only she can hear.

				‘Come on, Nanna,’ I say, and stand, pull her to her feet, and lead her back to her room. I help her into bed, pull the covers up. Soon her eyes close; her breathing evens. I walk back across the room, then hesitate by the door controls.

				The doctor says we should keep it locked at night. That we should tell him if she has any more ‘episodes’. That he can increase her meds.

				The ones that make her hum and drift in her own world more and more, until she almost never comes out.

				Stuff the doctor.
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				Today I feel conspicuous in jeans and a long-sleeved top that covers the bruises on my arms. The other girls are all in black skirts with outrageous animal-print tights and tops, and the boys are hunters, complete with fake bows and arrows. Some not-very-subtle Friday theme dreamed up this morning in Realtime? Though something is up. There is none of yesterday’s applause, and hostile glances are cast my way. I start to walk past them, and head for the stairs.

				‘Heh, Lunatic. Wait,’ one of them says. I keep walking.

				‘Luna?’ Another voice, one I know. Melrose. We were friends when we were younger, but not any more. Now she generally treats me like I’m contagious, like the rest of them do. As if crazy could be catchy. ‘Luna, please,’ she says.

				For some reason, some soft note in her voice, I stop. Mel is smiling. The others aren’t.

				‘What do you want?’

				‘Haven’t you checked the school feed?’

				I shrug. Not stating the obvious: Refusers don’t plug in before breakfast like the rest of them. ‘Why?’

				‘The Test appointments are up today.’

				‘So?’ I glare back at her, sure what is coming but even though I shouldn’t be, hurt that Mel would stoop to that, to mocking my failure in front of them all. Did Jezzie, the one smirking at her shoulder, put her up to it?

				‘You’ve got one.’

				‘What?’ Now my face is as shocked as the rest of them. ‘There must be some mistake.’

				‘That’s for sure.’ Jezzie this time. ‘There’s no way a nutcase like you could possibly—’

				‘That’s enough, Jezzamine,’ says a voice beyond the crowd. It parts to admit Mr Sampson, School Test Coordinator. ‘You have expressed an unsubstantiated opinion. You’d do well to remember to leave bias behind in the rationality quotient phase of the Test. If you make it that far. Now, everyone, get to class. Except you, Luna. Come with me.’

				He walks towards Goodwin’s office, and I follow. What is going on? My head is reeling. Has Goodwin found something even worse than the interesting classes she threatened me with? Has she somehow got me a Test appointment so I can fail in a public and spectacular way, be branded irrational and locked in a loony bin forever? No way. I can’t believe even Goodwin has that kind of power. This must be some kind of sick joke.

				I follow him to her office. He opens the door. Goodwin is there; a few other teachers. He points at a chair opposite the row of them, and as I sit in it the bell goes.

				Goodwin is less clown-like than expected. Her hair is combed forward to hide the snakes. She scowls and her face moves strangely, and appears to almost crack: ah. Heavy concealing make-up.

				‘Luna.’ She spits out my name. ‘Explain yourself!’ She’s not in calm control like yesterday, and I’m glad the others are here.

				‘Explain what?’

				‘This Test appointment.’

				Baffled, I look back at her. ‘Is it true? I thought they were joking.’

				‘Of course: you won’t have seen the school feed this morning,’ Sampson says. He taps on a handheld screen, turns it to show me:

				PareCo Test appointment: Luna Iverson. Monday 9 a.m. at NUN test centre 11, London.

				I stare until the words start to throb on the screen. Real words, not something they made up. Goosebumps walk up my back.

				‘This is for real?’

				‘It is,’ he says.

				‘I don’t understand. Only about the top third get appointments, and I’m nowhere near.’

				‘There have been a few discussions about it,’ Goodwin says, and the Medusa snakes I painted on her forehead are still in operation, despite being covered up: her look could turn the unwary to stone. ‘But you tell me now if you’ve had anything to do with this, or so help me—’

				‘How could I?’

				‘Your Hacker friend, maybe?’

				‘What: hack into PareCo? Are you kidding?’ I look back at Sampson. ‘I don’t understand how this happened.’

				‘Neither do we. Checks have been made. You really do have an appointment.’

				‘But my grades aren’t—’

				‘Grades aren’t the only factor. There are algorithms and analysis of a host of factors, environmental and genetic potentialities, and—’ He stops abruptly when he realises what he said and who he said it to, and I flush. Sympathy crosses his face.

				Goodwin snorts. ‘On every measure, you’re a failure, Luna. So are you denying any involvement in tampering with PareCo protocols?’

				‘What? I’m denying any involvement in anything.’

				‘Get out. But you haven’t heard the last of this.’

				I head for the door; Sampson follows me out. ‘Come with me a moment, Luna.’ In another office, he gestures at a chair. The final bell goes.

				His eyes unfocus, then come back again. ‘Don’t worry, I’ve messaged your teacher. You won’t get a late.’ He grins, and I’m unsettled.

				‘So, Luna, you’ve got a chance. A Test appointment.’

				‘I can’t take this in; I don’t understand. How’d I get an appointment?’

				‘Maybe there’s been a glitch somewhere.’ He grins again.

				‘A glitch? In PareCo’s latest and greatest protocols? No way.’ I can feel my mouth hanging open.

				He winks. ‘Incredible it may be, but anything is possible. But listen to me, Luna.’ All trace of humour leaves his face. ‘No matter how or why this has happened, don’t waste this opportunity.’

				He doesn’t have to say any more: I know. All the top university and training places are taken by those who do well on the Test. Part of me grasps at it: could there be a chance? One chance, and one only. One was Nanna’s favourite number: one is action, new hope, and new beginnings. But most of me quashes the hope down.

				‘Mrs Goodwin will never let me—’

				‘It’s not in her control. Ignore her sputtering and raging: she can’t do anything about it. Who gets an appointment is decided by PareCo, and PareCo alone. When she found out about your appointment she even tried to have you expelled for yesterday’s mischief, and it was refused. One more thing.’ He hesitates. ‘I know you aren’t an RE. Or an ME.’

				I raise an eyebrow. In my class of REs, MEs and the excluded, there is only one Unclassified: Lunatic Luna.

				‘So?’

				‘Doing the test with pen on paper is harder. With the virtual test you can manipulate patterns, give instant answers, get through the questions quicker. And scores have time bonuses or penalties. Think about it, Luna.’

				It’s harder with him than Goodwin. With her, even if there wasn’t good reason to keep silent, sheer contrariness is enough to make me refuse to give a reason. To hang it on my rights and let her seethe about all the wasted resources. But with him I wish there was something I could tell him, some way to make him understand. But then we’d be well past potential genetic issues, and into something else entirely. Some secrets are better kept.

				I say nothing, and head for class.

				That night, Sally is out. So her good friend Bea didn’t tell Sally about my appointment? If Sally knew, there’s no way she wouldn’t have been here when I got home. I guess Bea only passes on the bad news.

				I make dinner for Nanna and Jason, but don’t dare eat myself. Nanna goes to bed and Jason plugs in to play Quidditch. And now it is time to try, for the first time in so long.

				There is still a PIP in my room. I haven’t got an Implant, so have to plug in the old-fashioned way. When I sink into it, the moulded sofa adjusts to my body – I was smaller the last time I used it. I close my eyes and try to relax as the warm fuzz of the neural net closes around me, to let the sensory and neural connections happen, not fight it. My room is as dark as I can make it: I even unplugged the vid screen so there is no little light on the bottom of it, and stuffed a towel under the door to block any stray light from the hall.

				Click.

				The interface shimmers, my vision goes wrong. The dark room is still here, but I can almost ignore it.

				Dizzy, hesitant, I step into the Realtime hallway. Being here is all kinds of wrong. I can make my feet take me forward, but it all feels detached and jerky, like I’m half here – half moving by remote control. There is nothing less real to me than this place. Was it some sort of sick humour that made PareCo name their social portal to the virtual worlds Realtime?

				I walk past doors for every group I belong to, unread message numbers flashing above them. Most of them are things like the school feed and the library, where as a student I’m an automatic member, whether I ever go there or not. There are several unanswered group invitations also, from fan clubs of my mother; I flick no as I go past and the doors disappear. How these nutcases find me with all the privacy locks on I have no idea. And there are a few friend groups from years ago, like Melrose’s: her door is still there, no locks, and I can hear laughing voices through it. I’m surprised she hasn’t blocked me by now, but I suppose there’s no point when I’m never here.

				And the one door I’m heading for.

				I breathe, in and out, deep and calm as I can, and walk to the door slowly, trying to keep nausea at bay. For years I’d thought it was like this for everyone. When I found out it wasn’t, that for everyone else the physical world vanishes and this is as real as anything in it, I almost let it slip. But Nanna told me it it had to be a secret. I didn’t understand why at that age – what was I, six or seven? I did years later. Different isn’t good sometimes.

				There it is: Dad’s door. I knock, open the door and walk in. No one is here. I almost cry with relief to see that the sofa is still there, though the colour has changed from red to blue. I sink down on it and close my eyes. This is the best place in here: this sofa is enough like the one my body is on for the two – virtual and real – to not jar so much.

				‘Dad?’ I call out, tentative. ‘It’s me. It’s Luna.’

				Moments pass, and I’m not sure how long I can stay. The intense dizziness and disconnection seem even worse than the last time I was here: inside I’m spinning, falling, looking over a precipice and about to throw myself over the edge. Like in my dream.

				‘Luna?’

				I risk opening my eyes: it’s Dad. I mean, he looks like Doctor Who no. 32 just now, but I know who he is. As if he knows I won’t be here long, he rushes over and gives me a big hug and kiss on the cheek.

				‘Dad!’ I protest.

				‘Sorry. It’s just so good to see you.’

				‘There’s an easy answer to that. Unplug and join the real world now and then – I’m usually there.’

				‘Is something wrong?’

				He knows how much I hate being here, though not the real reason. He always assumed it was because of how Astra – my mother – died. Nanna said not to tell him, and I never set him straight. Maybe that was a mistake? But it seems far too late to tell him the truth now.

				‘No. Something is right for a change.’

				‘What is it?’

				‘I’ve got a Test appointment. Next week.’

				His eyes widen. ‘Really? No way!’

				‘Yes way.’

				‘I’m proud of you.’

				I blink my eyes hard. ‘Don’t be. I bet me even getting an appointment was a mistake. I’ll probably flunk the lot of them.’

				‘I doubt it. You’re as brainy and beautiful as your mother.’

				I shake my head. ‘I wish. Maybe you could come for dinner on Sunday?’

				His eyes unfocus, then come back again. ‘I’ve got some appointments, but make it lunch, and I’ll see what I can do. That is one of the perks of being a Time Lord.’ He winks.

				‘Did you hear Jason is playing Quidditch?’

				‘Oh, is he? I might see if I can show up as Dumbledore a bit later.’

				I laugh, but then the world lurches one time too many and my stomach is coming up. ‘Gotta go, Dad; see you then?’ I’m unplugging already and he shimmers, waves. Then is gone.

				I’m breathing in and out, in and out. Hyperventilating. And trying to calm it down. I put the lights back on to see my real room. Touch things that exist – my books, the vid screen. The framed picture of Astra that I keep putting in a drawer and taking out again. And gradually my breathing goes back to normal, but the world still spins and spins until I give up trying to stop it, and vomit in a bin.

				Five minutes of Realtime, and it is nearly two hours before I stop being sick. That’s a pretty good reason to be a Refuser, isn’t it?
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				The doorbell rings again. Where is Sally? I tear down the stairs, run across the front room and whip the door open.

				Melrose?

				‘Hi,’ she says and smiles. I stare back at her, mouth hanging open. She raises an eyebrow and I snap my mouth shut.

				‘Aren’t you going to invite me in?’ she says.

				‘Uh, OK. Sure. Come in.’ I stand back from the door, and she walks through it. When I don’t, she pushes it shut behind her.

				‘Didn’t Sally tell you I was coming?’

				‘No. Why would Sally…?’

				She half frowns. ‘I messaged her, as there didn’t seem to be much point in messaging you. You haven’t answered any of my messages in about five years.’

				‘Mel?’ Nanna says softly, looking up from her chair. ‘Melrose,’ she says, her voice stronger this time.

				Melrose walks over to her, kneels down and puts a hand on hers. ‘Hello. Good to see you, Mrs Iverson.’ Nanna smiles, then her vision fogs away; she’s gone again.

				‘She remembers you,’ I say, surprised. Nanna’s memory comes and goes, and significant people she should recognise, like Sally, or her doctor, she often doesn’t.

				‘I did kind of half live here for years,’ Melrose says. And she did, with dinners and sleepovers several times a week, and when she wasn’t here it was usually because I was at her house.

				But that was then, and this is now. ‘Why are you here?’

				‘The Test? You may have heard of it?’

				‘Once or twice.’

				‘But do you know what is happening next week? Where you have to go, what to take with you?’

				I stare at her blankly.

				‘I didn’t think so. Sampson said that—’

				‘Ah, I see. He’s put you up to this, has he?’

				‘Don’t be such a dys. I went to see him. And I’m here because I want to be.’

				‘Forgive me for being sceptical. If that is true, where’ve you been for the last five years?’

				And Melrose pulls back, as if she’d been slapped. ‘I can’t believe you just said that. I called you again and again; you blanked me.’ She shakes her head, and starts for the door.

				‘But you ignored me when we started high school, completely brushed me off. You had that whole group of brain-dead fashion clones as your new friends. How was I supposed to take that?’

				She turns, faces me. ‘Not everyone can get by with just themselves, Luna. You were impossible. You deliberately alienated everyone – you were so prickly. Still are. Look, it’s fine you wanted to Refuse and do your own thing, not go along with the crowd. Even though you wouldn’t talk to me about it. But you went out of your way to avoid me. Not the other way around.’

				She stares back at me and somewhere inside I start to get an uncomfortable feeling. Was it really like that? I’d felt like a camel with two heads that first year at high school, segregated into the freak show others pointed at in the hallways. But was that because of me, not them? And then I remember something else. I had avoided talking to Melrose about all of this. Because I couldn’t tell her the reasons. Maybe I’d avoided her altogether without realising that was what I was doing.

				‘I… I…’

				She half smiles. ‘You haven’t changed, Luna. Your face looks like it is going to crack because you can’t say I’m sorry, can you?’

				‘I’m sorry.’ I manage to get the words out. ‘I didn’t see things that way at the time, but I’m sorry.’

				‘I’m sorry, too. I knew things weren’t right with you, and I should have tried harder. I gave up.’ She holds out a hand. ‘Friends again?’

				I swallow. There is part of me that doesn’t believe this. That wonders if she is just here because now that I have a Test appointment I’ve crossed the line from socially unacceptable to OK to acknowledge in public.

				Then Nanna pushes me from behind. I ignore Melrose’s hand and give her a hug.

				‘Aw, sweet. Have you two made up at last?’ Sally stands in the doorway, and we spring apart.

				‘You didn’t tell me she was coming,’ I say, blinking furiously.

				Sally raises an eyebrow. ‘Thought things might work out better this way. Are you staying for lunch?’ she asks Melrose.

				‘Yes, if that’s OK. We’ve got a lot to talk about. Come on.’ She pulls me by the hand to the stairs.

				‘Did you tell her?’ I whisper on the way to my room.

				‘What?’

				‘Did you tell Sally about my appointment?’

				‘No.’ She frowns. ‘You’re not telling me she doesn’t know about it, are you?’

				‘It kind of hasn’t come up,’ I admit, as I open the door to my room. Shut it firmly behind us.

				‘Luna, honestly. You think she might notice when you’re away next week?’

				‘I’ll tell her. Eventually.’

				‘When?’

				‘Dad said he’d come for lunch tomorrow. I wanted to leave it until then. She’ll be all over me if she knows. This way gives me some peace and quiet until then.’

				‘Really? You’re not just keeping it from her because you know it would make her happy? She’s not that bad.’

				‘You don’t have to live with her.’ Sally had always liked Melrose, so she didn’t get the sharp side – Melrose’s dad is in the House of Lords and a NUN representative, and that put her in a more-than-acceptable-to-Sally social range. ‘Actually I’m surprised she even let you come over: I’m supposed to be grounded.’

				‘I’m not surprised. That you’re grounded, I mean.’ Melrose looks disapproving. She was always one for following the rules, doing what everybody else did, but she still used to see the funny side. On the quiet.

				‘And? Your thoughts on my…misplaced artistic abilities?’

				She muffles a laugh. ‘That, was BB, babe. Beyond brilliant. Now. Before we get distracted, what are you going to wear tomorrow night?’

				‘Tomorrow? But my appointment isn’t until Monday.’

				‘We have to go the day before, and meet the other candidates at a big formal dinner – there are a number of schools at this one centre. Ours and three others, so about 200 of us all in.’

				‘Formal?’ Horror must be etched on my face; Melrose smirks.

				‘Yes.’ She hesitates. ‘I can tell you what we’re all wearing. If you want me to.’

				My stomach is churning already. ‘A big formal dinner with candidates from four schools?’

				‘It’ll be fine.’

				‘Has Jezzamine got an appointment?’

				‘Of course.’

				‘Then this could be some other version of fine: not fine.’

				She shrugs. ‘Just ignore her.’

				‘And that’s just the start of it. What about the Test? I think I’m going to be sick.’

				‘You’ll do fine, Luna. You were always smarter than me. Your grades were miles better when you bothered to try. Anyhow, you can’t study for an IQ test. And nobody knows what the RQ test is.’

				I cross my arms over a churning stomach that is doing a good impression of a Realtime reaction even though I’m resolutely in the here and now. Am I smart? OK, I am quicker to work things out than some people, but that is only half of it. No one has ever accused me of being too rational. What the consequences would be of being branded clever-stupid, like Goodwin said, I don’t want to think about.

				I shake my head. Nanna might have been having an episode in the middle of the other night with her warnings, but they echoed what she told me when she was totally with it years ago. Don’t let them notice you.

				I can’t do well at this even if I’m able to, can I? Don’t let them notice you’re different.

				There is only one answer: I have to fail the first test.

				By the time Sally calls us to a late lunch we’ve managed to catch up on the last five years, and the very surprising fact that Melrose is v-dating Hex. Hex? A Hacker? Not sure what her dad’ll make of that, even if it’s just virtual. And we’ve worked out that I have nothing that fits our school’s agreed long midnight blue off-the-shoulder dress for the formal, and desperately need to go shopping. Melrose has persuaded me that there is only one way to make that happen.

				‘Sally? There’s something I have to tell you.’

				‘What is it this time?’ Her face is a picture of alarm.

				‘I…ah…that is to say…’ Some devil inside makes me draw it out.

				‘You tell me right now.’ Sally is starting to freak out; Jason stops eating to hear what it is. Even Nanna stops rocking in her chair.

				Melrose laughs. ‘Spit it out already, or I’ll do it for you.’

				‘I’ve got a Test appointment. Next week.’

				Whatever Sally was expecting to hear, this wasn’t it. ‘A Test…?’ She looks to Melrose for confirmation.

				‘It’s true,’ she says.

				‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ Sally demands.

				‘I just did. Tell you.’

				‘You idiot girl. You clever thing!’ Sally says, gets out of her chair, and then her arms are around me for a too-tight hug. I roll my eyes over her shoulder at Melrose, who coughs to hide a laugh.

				‘Mum?’ Jason says and a note in his voice makes Sally release me and us both turn instantly. Nanna’s arms are wrapped around her head. A high-pitched keening moan starts inside her.

				I put an arm around her. ‘Nanna? Everything’s fine, OK?’

				But my words and touch don’t soothe her like they usually do; she suddenly lashes out with both hands, swiping dishes off the table that crash onto the floor. She starts screaming.

				‘Take Jason,’ I say to Melrose. She’s frozen. ‘Do it!’ And she pulls Jason into the other room. I wrap my arms around Nanna and try to rock her back and forth, but she struggles. Sally is on the phone to the doctor before I can say wait, see if she settles, but she’s not settling: she’s screaming louder and louder as if she is being tortured by my touch, and tears are starting in the back of my eyes and spilling out.

				The doctor must have been lurking in the bushes, he is there so fast. He makes me hold Nanna tight while he gives her an injection. She struggles, and I feel like a traitor.

				She gradually slackens; her eyes start to close, then flutter open. She stares into mine. ‘Eleven,’ she says, and then she’s gone. Unconscious.

				Unease walks up and down my back with cold feet. Eleven is a warning: danger, or treachery.

				Sally and the doctor talk in low voices by the door; some of their words penetrate. Psychotic episodes. Delusional. Safety…

				Sally and I help Nanna to bed.

				‘She’s getting worse,’ Sally says.

				‘I know.’

				She doesn’t say anything else, but it is all there on her face. Nanna should be in an institution where they can look after her: that’s what the doctor said at her last review. Calling him today will raise that all over again.

				She touches my shoulder. ‘Don’t forget your friend.’

				Melrose: she’s been with Jason all this time. They’re both silent and pretending to watch a vid when I get myself together enough to go back downstairs. I sit next to Jason, and he slips a cold hand in mine.

				‘Thanks,’ I say to Melrose. ‘I’ll take over now. I think the shopping trip is off.’

				‘No worries. I’ll lend you something.’

				‘Sure. Whatever.’ She gets up to go. ‘Don’t tell anyone about Nanna. Promise?’

				She looks shocked. ‘You don’t need to ask. Of course I won’t. Do you want a lift tomorrow?’

				‘Are you sure that’s OK?’

				‘Of course. We’ll come at four.’

				‘Thanks. See you then.’

				Later, I watch Nanna as she sleeps. Is she really psychotic and delusional? Away with the fairies – that was the expression I liked. When I was little she used to whisper that she believed in fairies, that they lived in sunlight and shadows. That they told her the secret numbers of the sun, the moon and the stars: that mine was the most magical of them all. But numerology is totally dys, isn’t it?

				Jason doesn’t really remember her as she was. He’s just afraid of her. This time, I lock her door when I leave.
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				‘Come on. Before she changes her mind,’ I say, and hold out Jason’s bicycle helmet. Sally’s get out of jail free card could be pulled if she thinks about it too much; she’s only let me go despite being grounded because she’s still happy about my appointment, and that Dad is coming for lunch.

				Jason yawns. ‘Can’t we go later? It’s practically the middle of the night.’

				‘The sun streaming through the door says otherwise, lazybones. And, no, we can’t go later. I’m going away for the whole week, leaving this afternoon. Remember?’

				He relents, finally takes his bike helmet, puts it on and starts to follow me out the door. There used to be a time when Jason would plead with me to go on safari every weekend: our bicycles were our 4x4 jeeps, Richmond Park our game reserve, and squirrels and deer our lions and elephants. But now that they’ve lowered the age of consent for Implants from twelve to ten he’s been plugged in every chance he gets since his birthday. Park adventures have been left behind.

				Just as I’m about to pull the door shut behind us, Sally appears in the hall. ‘Stick to the Els,’ is all she says.

				We have a way to go before we reach the closest El. The streets are quiet. There are no Sunday morning ball games in front gardens, even though the sun is shining and no April showers are in sight.

				We pass a local primary school, and I’m surprised to see a chain across the fence, a closed sign. I slow down to let Jason catch up.

				I gesture behind us. ‘Didn’t some of your friends go to that school? When did it close?’ I ask him.

				He shrugs. ‘I dunno, a few months ago.’

				‘Do you know why?’

				‘They said it was surplus. All the students from there are going to my school now.’

				A surplus school? I frown. ‘They all fit into your school?’

				He nods. ‘Classes fuller now, can get away with more.’ He grins.

				‘Excellent. Come on.’

				We reach our branch of the Richmond El. Safe Cycle Elevation is emblazoned on gates that swing open when our registered bicycles are detected. Our wheels link securely to the moving track, and I sigh. I can get why Sally wants us to take the Els: it’s safer. No cars or collisions or falling off possible. I can also get why Jason likes it. Less effort, good views as it soars over the streets below. At maximum speed the whole thing is a bit like a rollercoaster. But somehow it still feels like cheating to me.

				‘Wow,’ Jason says.

				‘What?’

				‘I’ve switched on London Now and Then. It’s cool. You can see St Paul’s without the dome. And how it was before, too: not so white as it is now.’

				I stare into the distance at St Paul’s Cathedral, the NUN towers beyond it. The round white dome has always been as it is now in my lifetime, a landmark you can see from the El in recent years, and also from King Henry’s Mound in Richmond Park. I know from history class that it was destroyed in the third world war, then rebuilt, that this isn’t the original dome. But it’s the only one I’ve known.

				Jason twists on his bicycle to look behind us, his eyes moving around at things only they can see with his Implant.

				‘What are you looking at now?’

				He shrugs, makes a small gesture and his eyes refocus to here and now. ‘You miss so much stuff, Luna,’ he says, not answering the question. ‘Why don’t you get an Implant?’

				I look at Jason in surprise. ‘You know. We’ve talked about this before.’

				‘That you’d rather see what is real all the time. But that’s stupid. And boring!’

				‘Gee, thanks.’

				‘And you can still see what is real, and what isn’t. With Implant stuff it’s just like an overlay on things, you can switch it on or off. It’s not like being plugged in.’

				The El drops to street level again, and then abruptly ends at a gate, one that wasn’t there the last time we came this way. We wait, but the gate doesn’t open.

				Jason unfocuses, checks out the delay. ‘You need a pass code now from someone in the Queens Road community.’

				Melrose lives there. She never mentioned they’ve extended the gates to cut off the El, but with five years to catch up on yesterday, it obviously didn’t rate with all the gossip and boys. I could ask Jason to message her; I should get him to do that. But needing my little brother to communicate for me rankles inside.

				‘Let’s exit,’ I say, instead.

				Jason grins. He likes doing things Sally says not to as much as I do; at least that is still the same.

				Once off the El we have to go around the whole gated community. Jason takes off in front, and when he turns right at a crossroads, I call out for him to come back.

				‘The park is the other way, isn’t it?’ I say when he reaches me.

				He gives me a look, shakes his head.

				‘I don’t know this way. Check your Implant map.’

				He sighs, and unfocuses to switch it on, then looks back at me. ‘It says to go right.’

				‘Are you sure?’

				He crosses his arms. ‘There is an arrow on the ground in front of my bike that says where to go. If you had your own Implant, you could check it. You’ll just have to take my word for it.’

				I roll my eyes. ‘OK, fine. You’re in charge.’

				Jason heads off in front again. The road loops back around, so we are indeed going in the right direction for the park. As we go there are more and more houses that are closed up, dark. Shutters drawn or boards across windows, and for no reason I can identify, I start to feel uneasy.

				I catch up to Jason and cycle next to him. ‘Maybe we should go back,’ I say.

				‘Why?’

				‘It’s kind of creepy around here.’

				He gives me a look again. ‘We’re nearly there now. Come on.’

				He picks up speed, and I follow. There are more empty buildings, others run-down. Rubbish on the street. We pass a house with a garden so strewn with junk that it looks like a tip. A movement flicks near the ground: a cat? I look again, and beady rodent eyes stare back. There are figures lying on sofas in the midst of it all, unmoving beyond twitching. Implant Addicts? Here, in Richmond?

				Even as my legs pump the pedals faster to leave this place, my eyes are unable to look away. There are five of them. Two men, three women, and then with shock I see that one of them is actually a girl. She looks younger than me. But Implant access is restricted until age eighteen: it shouldn’t be possible.

				At last we reach the park gates. There is a moment of disquiet inside when they don’t swing open, but then, seconds later, they do.

				Once through the gates the park is as always, and gradually I relax. Here, there are no Els: the park has been maintained to be the same for centuries. There are crisscrossing cycling and walking trails, a road down the centre. All is peace and order. A few walkers push baby strollers; a bicycle goes past with a toddler in a seat behind the rider. We spot deer through the trees grazing on grass. Fawns will be born soon.

				We head for the adventure playground but it is almost empty, and we soon move on. When we go past the under-five playground it is busy with toddlers, parents and nannies. Nowhere do we see any kids near Jason’s age; no wonder he doesn’t want to come here any more. He doesn’t want to hang out with babies.

				It didn’t used to be like this here, even just a year ago. I frown to myself. Why the change? The Implant age. That’s it, isn’t it? I’d tried to argue with Dad and Sally about Jason having Implant surgery at ten, just months ago. Sally threatened unspeakable things if I tried to infect him in any way with my Refusing. But she didn’t have to. I want him to be happy, to fit in with the other kids his age. To not be a freak like his sister. But at ten? How could he make such an important decision at that age?

				When we leave the park we divert without discussion to the nearby cemetery. Jason stops, leans his bike against the fence. ‘Now for a survey of the latest late,’ he says. And I nod, pleased this is one ritual he wants to keep.

				And we walk along, searching out the new graves, noting the names. We always did this, to imagine the recently dead in our zombie adventures. Jason has always liked his stories scary, the scarier the better. Back then he was imagining being able to play Zombie Wars version 12. Now he’s playing it, for real – virtually, that is – version 14.

				‘Alexander J. Munch: zombie or vampire?’ I say.

				‘Definitely a vampire name,’ he answers. ‘But kind of old for killer status.’ The carved dates have Munch at over a hundred years old. ‘Though that could be creepy. Next?’

				‘Here’s one. How about Rory Middleton-Smith?’

				‘Zombie,’ another voice says, so quietly I wasn’t sure I heard or imagined it, but Jason has turned sharply at the sound. I reach for his arm to pull him back, but he’s sprung out of reach and is around the other side of the gravestone.
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