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				1

				Jonah leaned on the bow as the boat hurtled through Times Square.

				Sam revved the outboard electrical engine of the black, Kevlar-clad dinghy, pointing them across the flooded streets of Manhattan towards Hell’s Kitchen. Jonah squinted as the late-afternoon sun tried to blind him. His eyes closed for only a moment, he visualised finally getting his dad back. After two months of incarceration, Jonah was going to bust his father out of his prison.

				The flashing neon signs of Times Square took no notice of the floodwater below, and Jonah almost laughed at the strangeness of billboards boasting of luxury goods and exotic metacations while the streets below drowned under a metre of water.

				But he didn’t.

				He knew that when the Guardians flooded Manhattan, the water was trapped inside the city by the same defensive dykes the island nation used to keep out the rising sea levels. Not only would the city face irreparable damage, but he was betraying Manhattan’s young president, Lori Weisberg, as well.

				He was betraying a friend.

				‘Jason had better be ready!’ shouted Sam, knocking whatever guilt Jonah was wrestling with out of his head and focusing him back on the jailbreak, and his father.

				Technically, Jonah’s dad was dead. But since Jason had copied his avatar before his death, and Jonah had Uploaded it to the Metasphere, Jonah’s father had been able to usurp the mind of Manhattan resident, and celebrity games designer, Lucky Luke Wexler, and had been reborn in his real-world body. But Jason was under house arrest for body theft, and for the past two months, while the Guardians extracted the Metasphere servers of the Western Corner from the old subway tunnels beneath the city, Jonah had been allowed limited visitation rights with his father.

				‘He will be ready!’ called Jonah, hoping it was true. ‘It’s not safe for him here any more.’

				The Uploaded, and therefore Jonah’s dad, were under threat from the living. People were angry and afraid, scared to go online for fear of being usurped and outraged with the dead who had stolen the bodies of the living. Jason’s prison had protected him from the lynch mobs but it was just a matter of time before the Manhattan residents would force the Co-op Board that ran the island republic to make an example of Jason, attempting an extraction which, if done improperly, could kill both the Uploaded usurper and the host body. So while the Guardians removed the servers of the Western Corner from their secret location, Jonah, Sam and her father, Axel, hatched a daring plot to break Jason out of his building, and all of them out of Manhattan, for good.

				Sam rounded the corner onto 11th Avenue, spun the dinghy to face south, her shoulder-length red hair whipping in the wind, and held her position outside the eight-storey brick building.

				‘Here we go,’ said Jonah, fastening a bright orange life vest around his chest and waist. Sam inspected the buckles and pulled them tight.

				‘Ow,’ said Jonah. ‘I need to breathe.’

				‘There’s one more buckle,’ she said, nodding at the strap dangling between Jonah’s legs. ‘But I’ll let you do that one.’

				Jonah reached down and grabbed the safety strap through his legs, and clipped it up into the triple buckle at his waist.

				‘Now you won’t slip out when it inflates,’ Sam said, tossing Jonah an extra life vest as he hoisted himself onto the black iron fire escape.

				Jonah clambered up the steep, ladder-like steps. As he rose, he caught a glimpse of 11th Avenue, flooded all the way to downtown. It reminded Jonah of Venice, a city he’d learned about in history class, which had long ago collapsed and succumbed to the sea. When Jonah reached the top floor he crouched down at Jason’s window and tapped six times: three quick taps, then two, then just one.

				The window opened and the head of Luke Wexler, the world’s top video-game designer, leaned out with a smile. But behind the smile, Jonah saw his father.

				‘Nice of you to drop in, son,’ Jason said in Luke’s Texan drawl.

				‘We’re both going to do the dropping,’ said Jonah, handing his father the life vest. Jason stepped out onto the fire escape and buckled up the vest like a pro.

				Suddenly, the glass in the window exploded and Jason threw Jonah’s head down so hard he tasted the iron grating. He heard the rapid roll of machine-gunfire as he was showered by shards of glass.

				‘Get down!’ called Jason.

				Jonah slipped down the fire escape to the seventh floor and Jason followed. The black railing lit up like a sparkler as bullets ricocheted off the iron.

				‘Come on, Dad!’ yelled Jonah, rounding the corner and throwing himself down the next flight of stairs, landing with a painful thump against the railing. Jason followed quickly, sliding down elegantly. The bricks beside Jonah’s head burst into red dust. That was too close, thought Jonah. It was time to jump.

				He motioned to his father to jump into the water below.

				As Jonah climbed onto the outer railing, his mind flashed back to one terrible moment, over four months ago, when he had stood at the edge of a much taller building, readying himself to jump into midair, at the same time leaving his mother to perish.

				‘Pull and jump?’ asked Jason, shaking Jonah out of that awful memory.

				‘No, jump then pull,’ shouted Jonah as he flung himself into the air and pulled the toggle on the life vest. The vest inflated around him into a bright orange globe, slamming him in the face. He thought he might suffocate as the inflated rubber pressed against his mouth and nose, but before he could fight for another breath, he hit the water hard.

				He bounced and rolled, his head submerging into the cold sea water. Jonah struggled with his left arm to pull the deflate cord, but then a bullet penetrated the orange rubber, nullifying his attempts. As the rubber deflated, he saw his father bobbing beside him and swam over to pull his ripcord. Jason soon emerged from his orange ball and the father and son swam to the waiting getaway boat.

				Jonah reached up for Sam’s hand. It was warm and welcome, pulling Jonah up and over the black military-grade rubber hull. Once he was aboard, both he and Sam hoisted Jason into the dinghy. The water still bubbled with bullets, but Sam gunned the engine urgently and sped them around the corner and back onto 45th Street, out of the line of fire.

				It was only then that Jonah took his first full breath of air.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				2

				Matthew Granger inhaled as he opened the door to the sterile laboratory.

				He couldn’t help but smile at the familiar, almost comforting scent of antiseptic. It reminded him of his early pioneering days experimenting with Direct Interface, the biochemical technology that linked the human brain to computer servers. Back then he was at the forefront of technology, and full of optimism. He was determined to save the world from itself.

				‘I found a candidate, sir,’ said Rognald, avoiding eye contact with his boss as he thumbed his datapad. Granger peered over the shoulder of the pale and exhausted-looking young bio-hacker and peered into the Metasphere, the global virtual world he had created but now controlled only half of, because of the Guardian terrorists. The Metasphere was the biggest innovation of the twenty-first century, web 4.0: a global virtual world where people could plug in from anywhere on the planet and interface with anyone. Inside the Metasphere, a user appeared as an avatar, the representation of themselves as their subconscious saw them. It was Granger’s grand design, combined with his Direct Interface technology, that gave billions of people an alternative to their wretched lives in the overcrowded, polluted and depleted real world. The Metasphere was a second chance for society, but it wasn’t just for the living. The Metasphere was also a haven for the dead. The process was called Uploading, and it allowed anyone to Upload their consciousness to the virtual world and live on forever. The process, however, killed the living user. Millions of people had committed suicide to achieve digital immortality.

				But ever since Jonah Delacroix, the son of his former private pilot, led the Uploaded into the rival Changsphere virtual world, the dead had grown in consciousness and in determination. Now these Uploaded, hungry for life, roamed Granger’s Metasphere, preying on live avatars, usurping them, and logging off in full control of their host’s brain and body – reborn in the real world. With his creation under threat, Granger was determined to stop the Uploaded, and Rognald, a bio-hacker whose brilliance was matched only by his own, was his secret weapon.

				Granger had rescued Rognald from the slums of Oslo at the age of twelve when the Norwegian prodigy had hacked into Metasphere source code and given hundreds of unsuspecting avatars an extra head. The hack was a prank, punishable by death in most countries, but Granger saw potential in the child and so, as he had done for many of his best Millennials, he arranged a scholarship at a top university in exchange for unwavering loyalty from Rognald. And now Granger had charged him with developing the final solution to the Uploaded, and the prank would be on them.

				‘Which one?’ asked Granger.

				‘There,’ Rognald said, flicking his fingers over the datapad and throwing the image onto the wall. He pointed to a grey squid flying with a bald eagle above a bustling marketplace. ‘That’s him.’

				‘He doesn’t look like much,’ said Granger.

				‘I’ve done my homework,’ said Rognald, pushing his fine blond hair out of his eyes. ‘His name is – was – Sergeant Mark Tarin. U.S. Navy, deceased.’

				‘How long?’

				‘He Uploaded eleven years ago at a naval hospital in Virginia, after losing both legs and all motor functions when his helicopter crashed in New York City, I mean…the Republic of Manhattan.’

				‘The Battle of Central Park?’

				‘That’s the one, sir.’

				‘And you’re sure your virus will fuse to his brainwave patterns?’

				‘I’m not sure, sir, but I am the most confident about this particular candidate.’

				There was no time like the present. The Metasphere was losing users by the second as they had become too fearful to log in, not wanting to risk being usurped and left in the Metasphere whilst someone else logged off and took control of their body. Granger knew the only way to restore faith and trust, and thus control, was to eliminate the Uploaded threat altogether. He needed this final solution.

				‘Send it in,’ instructed Granger.

				‘Right now?’

				‘What’s stopping you?’

				‘I haven’t fully tested it,’ protested Rognald. ‘I’d like to run a simulation, then get Tarin in a closed system before introducing the virus.’

				‘Rognald,’ started Granger. ‘You’re a hacker, and a very good one, but I’m an entrepreneur, and I know that waiting gets you nowhere. We test it fast, and we test live.’

				‘If you really think…’

				‘I do,’ insisted Granger. ‘Send in the virus and let’s see what happens. If you’re right, we know our Extractor is ready. If you’re wrong, we move on. Either way, it’s progress.’

				Rognald drew a circle in the air with his right hand. On-screen, a dotted line grew around the squid and formed a target. ‘The virus will latch onto that avatar, fuse with his brainwave patterns and channel his consciousness to our purpose, to…’

				‘Pull every single Uploaded parasite out of my Metasphere,’ Granger said. He reached out and tapped the red button on the datapad.

				EXECUTE.

				Andrea Brandon stretched her wings as she flew over the bustling market beside her boyfriend. In the Metasphere, Mark Tarin looked like a sleek grey squid, but when Andrea looked at him, she saw two versions of Mark. She saw the digital avatar, of course; his sleek, oblong face, small blue eyes and flowing tentacles; but at the same time she saw the real-world Mark the way she remembered him, before the crash. She saw the proud and handsome sergeant with a rugged jawbone, tanned skin, close-cropped hair and penetrating blue eyes.

				Andrea might have been dead, but she was happy. Uploaded and immortal, she and Mark spent their days soaring above the Metasphere, touching wing to tentacle, marvelling at the beauty of the vast virtual world.

				They were together, forever.

				Andrea had met Mark in a training simulation at Annapolis, the naval academy, and after they’d fought together in a simulated combat zone, they’d talked, got to know one another and fallen in love. When Manhattan voted for independence, Andrea and Mark flew sorties in the same chopper against the breakaway city-state. But on one covert raid, a rocket launcher shot them out of the night sky and onto the Great Lawn of Central Park.

				The twisted metal of the ruined helicopter ripped through Mark’s legs. Andrea fared just as badly, losing her left arm and right leg. They thought they would bleed to death, lying together in the wreckage, hands touching. But the Manhattan rebels arrived and captured them both as prisoners of war. Later, when they were finally traded in a prisoner exchange, they once again lay together in the naval hospital and swore to be together forever. They decided to leave the real world and go to the Island of the Uploaded. Uploading, after all, was forever.

				They reached the edge of the marketplace, circled and flew back over it. The avatars below, haggling over digital apps and immersive game files, took every form imaginable. Andrea saw a pair of hippos, giant insects and household pets. Some were mythical beasts – centaurs, goblins, dragons – while others took the forms of robots or machines, and there was even one helicopter. Andrea even spotted a humatar, a rare form of avatar that resembled the user’s real-world self. Others were simply abstract shapes. She noticed a green pyramid conclude a trade and fly up towards a glowing golden ring, its exit halo to the real world. The pyramid flew through the circle of light and disappeared. Somewhere on earth, the user behind the pyramid avatar had just opened his or her eyes, sat up from a meta-trance and unplugged from the virtual world.

				‘Do you want to go down?’ she asked, stroking Mark’s tentacles with her outstretched wing.

				‘I do,’ he said in a sad, strained voice, ‘but I don’t think I should.’

				She knew what he meant. Ever since they’d left the Changsphere, they’d become hungry; hungry for life. Had she wanted to, and a dark corner of her soul did want to, she could have usurped that pyramid and woken up in the real world; woken up in someone else’s body. But Andrea and Mark prided themselves on their military discipline; they wouldn’t give in to the basest of human greed. They refused to steal another person’s life.

				‘We can just keep soaring, then,’ she said, as if nothing were wrong. ‘I like it up here.’

				‘It’s just safer,’ he sighed.

				It’s just safer, she repeated to herself.

				A sudden blast-wave sent Andrea and Mark reeling backwards as it rocked the marketplace below. As they regained their balance, they spotted a mysterious orange orb materialising in the middle of the market. It pulsed and glowed unlike any avatar Andrea had ever seen, and yet it had eyes. And it was looking right at Andrea.

				The orb pulsed and shot up into the air, heading straight for the couple above.

				‘What is th—’ Mark’s words were cut off as the orb completely enveloped him.

				‘Mark!’ Andrea shouted as she desperately tried to pry the orange attacker off her soul mate. But the orb had surrounded him and he was trapped inside. The orb seemed to fuse with Mark’s grey, shimmering skin, dyeing him orange. When he opened his eyes, they were no longer blue, but black, reflective and lifeless.

				‘Mark, what happened to—’

				‘An-dre-a,’ Mark stuttered. ‘Get. Out. Of. Here.’

				One of Mark’s now orange tentacles shot out towards Andrea but Mark grabbed it with another, and pulled it back. In that instant, Andrea saw something terrifying at the tip of it.

				She saw a mouth.

				Andrea flapped her wings and shot into the sky. Mark still struggled with himself, holding back his tentacles from reaching her, but three of his tentacles shot out below, stretching impossibly far to chase three separate avatars in the marketplace.

				The first tentacle constricted around a horrified crocodile. The second ensnared a fleeing mantis, and the third plucked a screaming sunflower out of the air. The tips of the tentacles then opened up and the air was filled with a deafening whirling sound.

				Above, Andrea covered her white head with her black wings to block out the terrible noise, but she could still see the three avatars as they were sucked right into Mark’s hungry appendages.

				Two of the captured avatars, the mantis and the flower, were replaced by completely new avatars. The mantis had been replaced by a trembling white poodle that drifted slowly to the ground, blinking in the sunlight. And a jittery housefly now buzzed where the flower had just been flying. Strangely, Andrea noticed that the crocodile had simply disappeared, not replaced by anything or anyone.

				But as she looked at Mark, at the monster he’d become, a familiar avatar finally materialised beside him. A black spider.

				It was Matthew Granger.

				‘There is no need to be alarmed,’ said the spider in a calm, confident voice. ‘The Millennials have a solution for the scourge of the Uploaded. You have all witnessed the first deployment of our Extractor virus. This virus will not only seek out the Uploaded that have already usurped innocent avatars, but also target those who yearn to usurp you. It is time for immortality to end. The Extractor will purge the Uploaded from our Metasphere.’

				The crowd below cheered.

				Purge.

				The word rang out in Andrea’s head.

				The spider nodded to the shaking fly and then turned back to address the crowd. ‘Spread the good word: my Millennials will not rest until the Metasphere is safe for the living.’

				The spider stepped into his glowing exit halo and disappeared, leaving the mutated Mark Tarin, now an orange squid with hungry tentacles, scanning the crowd, searching for more Uploaded to extract. He locked eyes with Andrea, and for the first time in a long, long time, she felt something stronger than hunger.

				She felt fear.
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				The black dinghy bolted down Broadway.

				Water sprayed Jonah in the face as the threesome approached the glaring colours and buzzing billboards of Times Square.

				‘Thank you, both of you, for getting me out,’ said Jason.

				‘We’re not out yet!’ shouted Sam.

				‘Axel and the others are waiting on the barge,’ explained Jonah to his dad. ‘Off the Lower East Side.’

				‘So we’ve got to get off the island before the water is pumped out,’ said Sam.

				‘Or the police catch us,’ added Jason, nervously looking up at the digital news ticker.

				Jonah glanced upwards at the screens. They had finally caught up with the chaos below. Rolling text warned residents to stay indoors and keep to the upper levels. One screen showed footage of a strange, orange squid in the Metasphere with the headline ‘MILLENNIAL SAVIOUR’, while another displayed blurry images of Floridian pirate boats with the news ticker reading ‘HOSTAGE CRISIS OFF MIAMI.’

				‘Looks like our jailbreak hasn’t made the news yet,’ said Jonah, breathing a sigh of relief.

				‘It won’t be long,’ said Sam.

				‘Unless the Co-op covers it up,’ said Jason. ‘Letting me escape with Luke’s body wouldn’t look so good come re-election time.’

				Up ahead, in the middle of the flooded Times Square, Jonah spotted a pile-up of yellow auto-cabs. That should have been impossible, he thought. Manhattan’s traffic was controlled by a smart grid system. The flood must have shorted something out, thought Jonah, or confused the system’s sensors. He counted four – no, five – yellow auto-cabs, all tangled up with each other. The front wheels of one cab were buried in the roof of another. Jonah couldn’t see anyone inside the cabs, which was a mercy.

				But then, as they got closer, he noticed another upturned vehicle stuck among the wreckage. A gleaming black SUV, flipped over, wheels up – like a helpless turtle. A man in a drenched black suit clung to the exposed axle of the vehicle. His face was bleeding and he struggled for breath. The SUV was partially supported by the wreckage of the cabs but it was slipping and sliding down into the water.

				Jonah watched the SUV’s licence plate sinking beneath the surface: PREXY 1.

				The president’s car. Lori Weisberg’s car!

				Lori was the young president of Manhattan, barely older than Jonah, who’d helped Jonah and Sam break into One World Trade Center to rescue Jason from Granger. She was a good leader and she didn’t deserve to die this way. She was also the first girl Jonah had ever kissed.

				‘Slow down, Sam,’ Jonah called as he spotted another man, soaking wet in a ripped black suit, crawling on top of the stricken vehicle.

				‘Not on your life,’ she shouted back. ‘We’ve got to get out of here.’

				As they sailed past the pile-up Jonah locked eyes with the first suited man and, although he couldn’t hear what he said, Jonah read his lips: ‘She’s trapped!’

				Jonah shuffled back in the dinghy and put his hand on Sam’s, on top of the tiller.

				‘Please, it’s Lori. I can’t let her drown.’

				‘Jason, this is the woman who locked you up,’ called Sam, hoping for his support. ‘And she’ll do it again if you get caught.’

				‘I’m with Jonah on this,’ he said. ‘We can’t just let her die.’

				Sam shook her head. ‘What is it with you Delacroixes?’

				‘Sam,’ pleaded Jonah. ‘Do it for me.’

				‘Whenever I do something for you, it leads to a world of trouble,’ she said, exhaling with resignation.

				She pulled the tiller hard to the right, circling the dinghy to the port side, and doubling back to moor alongside the overturned wreck. She cut the motor and nuzzled the boat beside the sinking SUV. Jonah steadied himself to dive.

				‘Wait!’ shouted Sam, shrugging off her rucksack and unthreading the straps. ‘That car’s more heavily armoured than your average tank. You’re gonna need something a bit more explosive to get you into it.’

				From her rucksack, which also contained a variety of tools and a gun, Sam passed Jonah a tiny blob of plastique, just a few grams, and a blasting cap with a detonator cord. Jonah helped himself to Sam’s knife from her life vest pocket.

				‘Thank you,’ he said before jumping from the dinghy onto the bottom of the upturned SUV. The car groaned and shifted beneath his sudden weight and Jonah held onto a rear tyre until it had had settled again. Jonah guessed that its roof had come to rest on the street below.

				He peered down over the rear axle of the car. He could make out the shape of the SUV’s hatchback in the murky water. Through the window he could see a familiar face, and he felt his stomach tightening. Lori!

				The water was filling the SUV, reaching up to the floor. The teenage president strained at the surface, gasping for her last breaths.

				Jonah jumped into the water and pulled on the door. But the security system that was designed to keep Lori safe inside now trapped her in a watery death cage.

				Sam was right. ‘We need to blow it!’ he called out.

				Jonah could see Lori was now holding her breath, her cheeks puffed out as she hammered hopelessly on the reinforced glass with her fists.

				She had no air left.

				Then she saw Jonah, and her desperate eyes widened with hope.

				He motioned to Lori to get back, showing her the plastique. She seemed to understand, because she pushed herself away from the rear window.

				Jonah didn’t have much time. How long could she hold her breath for?

				He willed his hands not to tremble as he moulded the plastique around the hatch’s lock. Then he scrambled back along the SUV and set off the blasting cap.

				Jonah was sprayed with water. The explosion was only a small one, but it worked. The hatch had blown open, and Jonah dived down and swam in through the rear of the SUV. He grabbed Lori’s limp body and hauled her out, pushing against the vehicle with his feet before he ran out of oxygen.

				When he surfaced, clutching Lori with one arm, Jason jumped from the dinghy and grabbed her lifeless body. Together they hoisted the unconscious president up onto the undercarriage. Jason tilted Lori’s head back, opening up her airway. Jonah had never learned CPR, but his dad’s memories were still imprinted in his brain from the time he had spent cloaked in Jason’s avatar. He knew instinctively what to do: ABC – airway, breathing, circulation.

				‘I’ll do breaths, you compress,’ Jonah said, his father instantly understanding the plan.

				Jonah leaned down and placed his mouth on Lori’s. He gave her two quick rescue breaths. Jason pumped down hard on her chest, trying to jump-start her heart. Father and son operated in synch, giving her breath and circulation and bringing her back from the brink of death.

				Jonah moved his mouth away as Lori gasped, coughed and spluttered. She turned her head, spitting out water, and then looked up at Jonah, clearly scared but also confused.

				‘Y-you?!’ she sputtered. Lori pointed at Jason and addressed her two exhausted bodyguards. ‘Arrest the body snatcher!’

				BANG!

				The shot rang out throughout Times Square. Jonah looked over to see Sam lower her gun from the skyward warning to point it straight at Lori’s head. Jonah knew Sam was an ace shot; she wouldn’t miss.

				‘The only people allowed to move are both named Delacroix,’ she called. ‘Into this boat.’

				Lori looked at her men and subtly shook her head, warning them to keep their weapons holstered.

				‘I can’t let you take that body,’ said Lori as Jason slid from the SUV and into the black dinghy.

				‘I’m sorry,’ said Jonah. ‘But I can’t let you keep him. You know it’s not safe for him here.’

				As he lowered himself to follow Jason, Lori put her hands on his left arm and said, ‘Thank you.’ A flicker of decision crossing her face, she leaned in and kissed Jonah on the lips. Her wet hair dripped over Jonah’s face and he froze for what felt like an hour. The last time Lori had kissed him, Jonah had been about to zip-line into a warzone. He realised he liked being kissed by her, but wished it didn’t have to come with risking his life. ‘That’s for saving me,’ she added, as she pulled her lips from his. And then she slapped him.

				‘And that’s for everything else,’ she said with presidential composure. ‘Until you return that body to its rightful owner, all three of you are enemies of the state.’

				‘Let’s go, lover-boy,’ chided Sam, keeping the gun trained on Lori’s head.

				Jonah moved into the dinghy, trying to shake off the shock of what had just happened. He was overwhelmed with relief that he had been able to save Lori, but disappointed that he could never return to Manhattan.

				With one hand still holding her gun, Sam revved the engine and sped south down Broadway, away from the lights, away from the crash, and away from Jonah’s first crush.

				He didn’t look back.
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				Granger stared at the three avatars projected on the wall of the laboratory: a crocodile, a mantis and a sunflower.

				‘It worked, sir,’ sighed Rognald with relief, stroking the pale facial hair over his jaw line.

				‘No it didn’t,’ corrected Granger. ‘It missed one.’ He grabbed Rognald’s datapad and pulled up the virus’s report, throwing it onto the wall. ‘The Extractor identified four Uploaded in its range, and only grabbed three. Why?’

				The report showed the three captured Uploaded, plus the escaped eagle.

				‘I don’t understand,’ admitted the bio-hacker. ‘It just didn’t grab the eagle.’

				‘I won’t tolerate a twenty-five percent failure rate.’

				‘And you shouldn’t have to,’ said Rognald, taking back his datapad and adjusting the settings. ‘I’ll boost the processing power.’

				On screen, the orange squid fluttered and pulsed as more power surged into it.

				‘Let’s steer it somewhere a bit more…populated,’ suggested Granger. Of course, he knew the young hacker understood that a suggestion and an order were the same thing. ‘I want an ops team to follow it in-world, and direct it to the known Uploaded hideouts. Who’s online now and ready to deploy?’

				‘Sander’s team are live,’ said Rognald.

				‘He’ll have to do,’ grunted Granger, tapping the green CALL icon on his own datapad screen and scrolling through avatars until he reached the icon of a smiling blond humatar.

				The humatar appeared on screen, flanked by a fox and a large tree. ‘Mr Granger,’ he said, ‘this is an unexpected honour. What can I do for you?’

				‘Sander, I’ve deployed the Extractor virus in the Metasphere. Rognald is sending you its coordinates, and I want you and your team to lead it to the Uploaded.’

				‘And then what?’

				‘Let it loose,’ said Granger.

				‘With pleasure,’ said Sander.

				Granger drew his thumb and forefinger together like a tiny pincer on the datapad, closing the meta-window between the virtual world and the real world, and strode out of the white lab. He marched down a narrow steel corridor, climbed a steep flight of metal stairs and emerged onto the long, flat deck of a massive, steel-hulled boat.

				The Marin Avenger.

				The Avenger was a repurposed oil tanker, fitted with large, billowing sails. But it also had powerful engines, which ran on an efficient biofuel blend. A tall metal structure rose from the stern end of the deck: an airship-docking tower. A huge grey dirigible floated over the deck, attached to the tower by its nose.

				Granger had bought the Marin Avenger when he was fifteen, with the proceeds from his first patents. For two months now – since he was exiled from Manhattan – it had served as his mobile Command Headquarters.

				It was from the deck of this great boat that Granger planned to save the world. His world. His Metasphere. A world that he created, at the age of nineteen – two decades ago – from nothing but imagination and programming code.

				His Metasphere.

				Granger would save the Metasphere from the threat of the Uploaded, and then he would be free to turn his attention to the Guardians, a global group of anarchists and terrorists that had seized control of half of his Metasphere and transformed it into a lawless outland.

				He would purge the world of the Guardians.

				Jonah climbed the rope ladder onto the Guardian sail barge. His father followed, with Sam securing the dinghy to two hoisting ropes below. Once Jonah was over the railing, he reached down and helped his dad aboard.

				The barge looked ancient and decrepit, but the Guardians had retrofitted it with powerful biofuel engines that could handle any load with ease. Once, a long time ago, the barge had transported coal. Now, its huge, flat deck – bigger than two football pitches laid end to end – was piled chest-high with grey metal boxes.

				The boxes were swathed in green tarpaulin and old, thick ropes. The weather was dry, for now, but there was a likelihood of rainstorms further south, so the barge’s precious cargo had to be protected.

				Each metal box held a cluster of fully networked micro-servers, each of them about the size of a personal hard drive: the very latest in technology, and the most vital component of the Guardians’ plan to transfer the data from the Eastern Corner and distribute it across the world. The Guardians had already secured the Southern Corner in Australia and the Western Corner in Manhattan, and now it was time to tip the balance of this metawar to their side by taking the Eastern Corner.

				Red and brown sails billowed over the deck. The barge could run on biofuel, but Jonah guessed its captain favoured the free power of wind when it was available.

				‘Where’s my little girl?’ bellowed a voice from across the deck. Jonah looked over to see Axel, Sam’s father, striding towards them. Axel had broad shoulders, flowing grey hair and an infectious laugh. He pulled Sam up and embraced her in a big bear hug.

				‘Hiya, Dad,’ said Sam, squirming out of the hug. Jonah felt a pang of jealousy as he watched Sam and her father embrace. He was happy to have his own dad back, but knew that as long as Jason inhabited a stolen body, he was never truly back for good.

				Axel turned to Jason with an outstretched hand.

				‘It’s good to have you back, partner,’ he said. ‘The kids did well, didn’t they?’

				‘They sure did,’ said Jason, roughly ruffling Jonah’s hair. ‘They must’ve learned something from us.’

				‘Da-ad,’ complained Jonah, trying in vain to slick down his unruly black tufts.

				‘It was Axel who used the tidal power system to flood the city,’ explained Sam.

				‘Used their own infrastructure against them,’ boasted Axel. ‘Oldest trick in the book.’

				‘I’m just glad you got me out,’ said Jason. ‘That apartment started as a prison to keep me in, but when Bryony leaked the address, it turned into a safe house to keep out the lynch mobs.’

				‘Fear will do that,’ said Axel. ‘People are afraid of…’ Jonah could tell he stopped himself saying ‘you’.

				‘Most of the Uploaded can’t control their hunger,’ Jonah began. ‘They’re either hiding out, staying away from the living, or—’

				‘Usurping them,’ said Sam. ‘Which reminds me, Jonah, we’re overdue for patrol.’

				‘What patrol?’ asked Jason.

				‘We’re working on a cure for the Uploaded’s hunger, Jason,’ explained Axel, ‘but until we do, we’re tracking them and putting them somewhere safe.’

				‘Safe for whom?’ asked Jason.

				Jonah didn’t like the direction this was going. He could tell in his father’s voice, even through Luke’s Texan accent, that he wasn’t comfortable targeting the Uploaded.

				‘It’s for everyone’s protection,’ Jonah tried to explain. ‘And Sam’s right, we’re due in the Metasphere.’

				‘And we have prep work for the Eastern Corner campaign,’ said Axel, gripping Jason’s shoulder.

				‘Are we going to make it all the way to Iraq in this bucket of bolts?’ asked Jason.

				‘No need. Granger’s moved the Eastern Corner,’ said Jonah. ‘At least temporarily.’

				‘To where?’

				‘The one place no one wants to go,’ said Axel. ‘Cuba.’

				‘Is it safe?’ asked Jason. ‘I mean, the radiation must be—’

				‘Don’t forget, you’ve been dead for three years,’ said Axel. ‘The radiation levels have depleted, but I’m not rushing to buy beach-front if you know what I mean.’

				Jonah remembered the metacast of the Guantanamo Bay explosion, the nuclear bomb that hit Cuba during its civil war, but he couldn’t tell if the memory was his or his father’s.

				‘So long as we don’t stay for more than twenty-four hours, we’ll be fine,’ explained Sam.

				‘How did we find the servers if Granger moved them?’ asked Jason.

				‘Jez has an informer inside the Millennials,’ said Axel.

				Jonah had never liked Jez, and wasn’t sure he could trust him. But he had fought, and been wounded, in the underground battle for the Western Corner in Manhattan, which was more than Jonah could boast.

				‘Let’s get to work, people,’ commanded Axel. ‘We make landfall in twenty-three hours.’

				Jonah turned to follow Sam to a DI port, but Jason grabbed him. ‘A minute?’

				‘Yeah, Dad, of course.’

				Jonah and Jason stepped up and onto the metal gangway above the hundreds of micro-servers.

				‘You don’t have to do this,’ Jason said.

				‘What?’

				‘Any of it. Fighting the Millennials. Saving the Metasphere. This was my life; I should have never dragged you into it.’

				‘Dad, if we don’t stop the Uploaded, there won’t be a Metasphere worth saving,’ said Jonah. He felt so conflicted by the rise of the Uploaded. On one hand, he was so happy to have his father back in the real world, even in someone else’s body. On the other hand, Jonah knew that as long as the Uploaded roamed the Metasphere, hunting for life, the virtual world would become as derelict as the real world.

				‘They’re lucky to have you,’ said Jason. ‘I’m lucky to have you.’

				‘Thanks, Dad,’ said Jonah, eyeing Sam waiting impatiently. ‘I gotta go.’ Jason pulled Jonah into a hug, and held him tight.

				When Jason finally released his son, Sam and Jonah walked to the aft of the boat, and Jonah watched the skyline of Manhattan receding into the distance, the sun dipping behind the skyscrapers.

				‘I guess we won’t be holidaying in Manhattan any time soon,’ she joked.

				‘No,’ sighed Jonah, ‘I guess we won’t.’

				‘No second thoughts about leaving your girlfriend behind?’

				‘She isn’t my girlfriend,’ he said defensively. He had begun to think of Lori as a friend, but, despite saving her life, he was sure she’d never forgive him for flooding her city and busting out Jason. He hoped she wouldn’t face a coup by her Board.

				‘Don’t worry about her,’ said Sam. She seemed to have a talent for always knowing what Jonah was thinking. ‘The flood water will have drained away by now. There’ll be a lot of mopping up to be done, but no lasting harm.’

				Jonah nodded, and tore his gaze away from the shrinking skyscrapers on the horizon. No point dwelling on the past, he told himself. You have the future to think about.
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