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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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