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Sixteen years ago, Luna had a secret:
one that could save the world…or destroy it.
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The sky is close, so close I want to reach out and touch it.


     The air is thin. I can’t resist tasting it without my mask, but it’s so cold that I cough and choke. I am above the world now, the summit near; soon I will step into the sky with the stars, the stars I stare at every night. It’s daylight now, but they are there, always; I can feel them.


But exhaustion wars with exhilaration.


I fix my rope to the spike in the ice above, and release it below. Then I double wrap the rope around my gloved hand. It’s quicker without clipping through to a safety harness, and speed is what I need to win.


I can do this. I have no fear of heights, but am leaden with fatigue, each step a battle won.


The mountain shimmers like the sky, and I struggle to focus. Is it lack of oxygen? The gauge on my tank is almost in the red. I can’t afford to linger. I shift it on my shoulders. How can a nearly empty tank weigh so much?


I step forwards, pull myself up with the rope, digging the crampons on my boots into packed snow and ice. Another step, and another.


I lean forward to fix my rope ahead once again, balanced with the rope pulled taut behind me.


Then the rope goes slack in my hand. I stare at it in disbelief. It must be for only a fraction of a second, but it feels longer, as if time has frozen like virtual Everest itself. Has the rope slipped free – did I get the knot wrong – or is it sabotage?


I fall.


I scrabble uselessly against sheer ice, bouncing and slamming against the slope as I plummet towards the cliff. There’s a sharp crack and pain in my leg, then my shoulder.


Unplug, Liberty; leave this world behind, says the voice of reason inside – one I usually ignore.


Not yet. It’s not too late, there’s still time to—


I fly over the edge of the cliff into space, the frozen world like a beautiful three-D Christmas card all around me.


Unplug! Get back to your body before it’s too late!


But then I stop with a jerk, one that nearly tears my arm from its socket.


I’m hanging from one hand, clinging tight to the rope still wrapped double around it. The rope must have caught on something above.


I dangle and swing. My hand hurts, the rope digging into my fingers through my glove, my weight making it cut deep. My shoulder is on fire. But I stare in wonder all around me: I’m finally free, lost in space.


‘Helloooo!’ a male voice calls out from above. I look up. A head and shoulders peer over the edge of the cliff.


‘Hi,’ I say.


‘What are you doing?’


‘Just hanging around.’ I tilt my head back awkwardly to see him more clearly. I don’t know him. His colours say he is on the other team. Is he the one who released my rope, made me fall? Damn. I was sure I had a clear run to the finish.


‘What should we do now?’ he says.


I shrug with my free shoulder, then wish I hadn’t. It hurts, too.


I glance up again. Light glints on the blade of a knife he now holds in his hand.


‘I’m Ex, by the way,’ he says.


‘And I’m—’


‘Liberty. I know who you are. Now, here is my question: should I haul you up, or cut the rope?’


I’m intrigued. He knows me, but I don’t know him? And he should cut the rope, and head for the summit. He knows it, and more: he knows I know it. What game is this within the game? My head spins from lack of oxygen, and my hand won’t take this much longer. It’s moved beyond pain; it is so numb the only evidence I have that the rope hasn’t snapped it off is that I’m still hanging here.


‘Whatever you want to do, do it quickly, or the choice will be gone. I’m not about to hang around here all day.’


He laughs and then disappears from view. So, what will it be? I should unplug, escape this situation, but somehow – I want to know.


The rope moves, but doesn’t slacken and drop. The top moves closer in short jerks of the rope. He’s pulling me up.


I make myself lighter, releasing my pack and the oxygen tank with my free hand. They fall and fall, soundlessly, for so long – finally, a distant thud reaches my ears. The tank must be empty, anyhow. My head is so light. I force myself to breathe shallowly, despite the lack; to stop myself from choking on the icy air.


I jerk higher, slowly, inches at a time…


Too slowly. My eyelids flutter, drift closed…


No! I force them open. I have to stay conscious, stay here and now. I stare at the mountain, at the ice and snow; the jagged rocks and crevices far below. They shimmer, turning to lace with the black of the void beyond – as if this virtual world is bleeding away with my consciousness, like they are entwined. I fix the ice and stone with my eyes to try to hold on to this world.


The rope jerks me up again and again, in short movements.


My vision is fading to black. To the void.


‘Liberty!’ A sharp voice calls my name, and for a moment I’m confused. Then I realise it isn’t here; it’s back in the real world.


No. Not my mother; not now. How did she get through my locks? I open one eye – my real eye, back in my body where it is plugged in – and see her crossing the room. I groan.


‘Go away. I’m fine,’ I say.


‘I can see that,’ she snaps.


The rope jerks again, takes me back to virtual. I look up. How much further to go?


Too far.


The rope slithers through my hand, and I fall.
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I fall: down, down, down…


Snow and ice and rock below rush closer.


Then my stomach swirls as the frozen mountain vanishes. My body stops falling with a jerk.


I open my eyes and sit up in my Plug In Point. Mum is standing there, a hand on each hip – the fury in her eyes doesn’t match the Christmas elf pyjamas.


‘Liberty Astra Iverson. How could you?’


‘Me? What about you! How could you emergency unplug me like that?’


‘Just look at the state of you. You could have died. Don’t you understand that?’


‘I was absolutely fine until you came in here and distracted me.’ I swing my leg over the side of the PIP to get off it, and can’t stop myself from gasping with pain.


‘Listen to me, Liberty. You know you’re different. If you die in virtual…’ Her voice trails away, and guilt stirs inside me.


‘I won’t let that happen; I promise. If you hadn’t pulled me back, I’d have gone to the void and fixed myself up, and you’d never even have known about it.’


‘Liberty! You can’t know you will always be able to save yourself at the last second. If you keep taking chances, sooner or later you’ll slip up.’ She shakes her head. ‘You’ve left me with no choice. You’re banned.’


‘What?’


‘You heard me. No more plugging in, except at school. You’re banned.’


Disbelief wars with panic. It’s school holidays: two whole weeks without plugging in? ‘You can’t do that!’


‘Oh?’


‘No! Mum, look: I’ll be more careful. I promise.’


She shakes her head again, and that stubborn set is there. I can tell she’s not going to listen to anything I say, not now.


‘I can’t lose you, too,’ she says, and the ghost is back in her eyes. My mother has always had this sadness about her. It is held away when she looks at me, but never truly gone, and she will never, ever talk about it.


‘You can’t lose me, too? What do you mean? Who else have you lost? You don’t just mean your mum, do you? Who are you talking about?’


She steps away. ‘I’ll send for the doctor to sort you out.’


‘No! I don’t need one, I’ll be fine. Why won’t you tell me? Is it my father, is that who you mean you’ve lost? Tell me. I have the right to know who I am!’ I’m struggling for control, but my voice is getting louder and louder.


I step on the floor and wince with pain, but my leg holds: not broken, then; just twisted or something.


‘Who am I?’ I say the words quietly now and move closer to put a hand on her shoulder, soft and tentative. ‘Tell me who I am.’


She looks up, her eyes bright with unshed tears. She holds out a hand, and touches the side of my face where the silver she can’t see winds around my eye. Only S’hackers can see the silver in our skin, and even they can only see it in starshine. But in this I am different: her S’hacker silver is bright to me now. Despite the lack of night sky above, I can see silver everywhere.


‘You’re impossible.’ Something she says to me all the time – sometimes with exasperation; sometimes quietly, like now. And I will her to tell me what she means. There is hesitation in her eyes: is she finally going to tell me something?


But then the door opens, and Marina peers in. She looks between us, a weary eyebrow raised. ‘At least you’ve stopped shouting. What is it this time?’


 


Late that night, I limp out into the garden and lie down on the cooling grass. It’s warmer than it should be for December, even here in the Scilly Isles, on St Mary’s. The sea is quiet tonight, a dim murmur far below. The stars are bright, but distant. I reach out my hands to them, but they are far away in the real world.


I shift on the grass, and the pain in my shoulder screams, so much so that I almost cry out. Like my mother, I’ve got this curse: hurt me in virtual, and I hurt here, too. We’re the only ones with this vulnerability. How I long to be like my friends – they can die in virtual and just bounce straight back. There’s no effect on their physical bodies, which are asleep and on life support. It’s not fair.


But they can’t do this. I reach inside for the S’hacker silver that pulses through my veins, until it shines bright in the starlight. A silvery sheen covers my skin, warms me; it heals my leg, shoulder and hand, and all the aches and pains between. Both my mother and I can heal ourselves in the void, but being able to do it here in the real world too is all my own skill, and is completely crazy. It’s impossible, like she says I am. I sigh.


Who am I? What am I? Will I ever know?


My eyes are half open. The stars seem brighter, as if they are swirling and moving closer, and slowing down – not spinning away in joy like they should…


Like silver spins in joy in the void.


My mind is fuzzy, sleepy, in that post-silver healing place I’ve felt before. I fancy I’m both lying here in our garden, grass tickling my arms and bare feet, and slipping in and out of the void at the same time – calling silver and spinning it into stars. But the stars I make are caught in the void. They can’t escape like I can.


The back door of our house opens, closes, and the sound brings me back to the here and now. Footsteps approach. I recognise them as Marina’s – lighter than Mum or I am, hers barely ruffle the grass.


I open my eyes all the way, and the void and its stars are gone. The night and the distant, joyless stars of the real sky are above me.


‘Aren’t you cold?’ she says. She has a blanket under her arm.


I sit up. ‘No. I’m fine.’


She holds out a hand, and I take it – get up and walk to the swing in the corner with her: our place. Marina’s always been my friend as much as Mum’s. I know she looked after Mum when I was born; that Mum didn’t cope very well for a long time. Marina has always been there for us.
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