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For Honey, and our future, which will be nothing like this one!





One

I dreamt of Sandmen last night.

In the darkness, I heard them as they came ever closer, the steady pounding of their feet upon the gravel, in perfect unison, an army, each step a death knell for those who dared to venture out after the last peel of the curfew bell.

My garden was nothing more than a dark smudge, the paraffin lamp from the kitchen too weak to make an impression upon the deep, oppressive shadows. Gripped by cold, I stood motionless, trying to still my breathing, listening out for his approach, knowing I was late, knowing there could be only one outcome.

And I heard him, his great legs eating up the distance between us. The garden door swung open and in he came, eyes huge under the peak of his cap, maniacal grin set upon his silver-grey face, and those arms swinging ever closer.

He threw back his head and screeched, that awful, mechanical voice filling me with dread and I knew death had come to embrace me in its cold, steely grip.

I woke, sitting up, heart banging against my chest and picked out shapes in the gloom of my room, wondering if my dream was real. Holding my breath, I dared not turn away lest the Sandman loomed over me and ended everything I ever knew.

Such dreams often came to me and as I lay with my head pressed into my pillow, their fearful marching dominated every sense, every thought. The steady, relentless beat, drumming hard in my ears. Every night they came and every time I dreamed, I dreamed of them.

The Sandmen

I live on my own. They allow us to do that now. It hasn't always been so, but when they decided to take away our parents we had no choice but to fend for ourselves. Silly things, like buying food, doing the laundry, study. Sleeping. It was up to us how we did things. To a point.

On that fateful day, I was sitting in my room daydreaming as always when the videophone buzzed. It always sounded urgent and I have never been able to stop my heart from missing a beat whenever it shrills into life. This is because of what happened, all that time ago. I remember when the telephone rang the night Dad went missing. Uncle Ernie, sounding so distraught, in such a terrible state, his voice screaming down the line. I could hear him even from where I was sitting.

So, telephones and videophones, they always make me anxious.

It was Yolanda and she sounded deadly dull.

“Hello. I'm just calling to remind you that it's practice tonight.”

Her face came up on the screen. She looked deadly dull. I told her so, despite the hugeness of her eyes and the stunning loveliness of her features.

“Oh, thanks!” She tried to smile, but it ended up as more of a sneer. “I've just finished the science homework, that's why. It was so hard, so I'm really tired. Have you done yours?”

“Of course,” I lied, but only I knew that. If any of the Sandmen got a whiff of my non-compliance they would whisk me off to some correctional facility; just like Damien Bridges. Fourteen, top of the virtual class, spent an evening at Wembley Stadium playing in the World Cup final and got himself injured. He should have been completing his metaphysics course work. They took him off to Cambridge and we haven't seen him since. That was almost six months ago. No one talks about Damien anymore, but we all think about him.

“Are you listening to me?”

Yolanda's voice cut through my thoughts like a laser and I gave a little jump, rubbing my eyes. “Sorry, I'm a bit tired as well.”

“Tired? You're never tired – have you taken your quota today?”

“Yes.” This wasn't a lie, and I felt good about that. Well topped up with my daily barbiturates, as I always am, my body was singing with energy. I've never really thought about skipping a dose. What would be the point? Who wants to sleep for more than four hours anyway?

She smiled. “Good. I'm going off to the Albert Hall tonight.”

“Nice. What is it this time? Henry Cooper and Cassius Clay?”

“Who?”

“Never mind. A joke.”

“You're weird, Simeon.”

“No, I'm just a massive receptacle of facts and figures.” She didn't respond, not a single flicker across her beautiful features. So I tried again, “Henry Cooper was a British heavyweight boxer and he—”

“I'm going to see Beethoven's Choral Symphony, conducted by Karajan.”

“Ah, yes. I should have guessed.” As usual, nothing came back. Sarcasm was always lost on Yolanda.

“Don't you want to come?”

I paused for a moment, contemplating a virtual evening of classical music with the gorgeous, but very dull Yolanda. She had great legs, but a voice as boring as anaglypta wallpaper. “Not tonight,” I said quickly, before she could think of an alternative. “I'll see you at practice though.”

That brought a smile to her face. Practice was one of the few real activities left to us now. Her face moved closer, filling almost the entire screen. “I can't wait,” she cooed, her voice becoming low.

I felt a little thrill course through me. She was so nice, I couldn't argue about that, I really couldn't. Loyal, honest, sensible. Gorgeous. Nevertheless, there was something…I don't know. Made for one another, you could say. She so cute, so slim. Me… Well, I was me. But conversations were always very dull, all work and no play. Even so, I liked being close to her whenever I could. At weekends, we usually managed a few moments and she cared for me, helped me with school stuff, held me when the memories got too much and I would cry…But conversations were so limited and always, always she had to bring it all back down to reality – as if I didn't know enough about that already. Anyway, I just smiled back, pursed my lips with a perfunctory kiss and was about to click the 'end call' button when she held up her palm. “Wait, Simeon. Did you hear the announcements earlier, about the outrages?”

“Outrages?”

“Oh no, Simeon, why don't you ever take notice of what's going on? It's important.”

“Well, as long as I've got you to tell me what's what, I don't need to—”

“They blew up one of the sub-terminals last night.”

I shook my head, not fully understanding her words. For months – or was it years, I could never be sure – terrorists or agitators, or call them whatever you like, had carried out attacks in regular intervals. I rarely took notice. “So, why is that so important?”

“Because they killed some Sweepers this time. Security is tightening up, everywhere you go. So, just be careful when you come to practice, okay?”

“Yes, okay Yollie. Thanks.”

“I love you, Simeon.”

Her words hung in the air, tiny, glowing wisps of candy-floss clouds, drifting over me, settling inside, wrapping me up all warm.

She loved me. “Me too, Yollie.”

She switched off the connection.

For a long time I sat gazing at the screen, the worry eating away at me – I should have done my science homework,

 

This was really where it all began, you see – speaking to Yolanda. If she hadn't called me, to remind me about practice, I probably wouldn't have gone. And if I hadn't gone, I would have been in terrible trouble. A Sandman would have called, and everyone knows what that means. However, perhaps even that would have been preferable to what I was about to go through.

So, I made my weary way through the empty streets towards the public arena positioned at the top of the city. My journey was no different to any other time – I moved through silent avenues, passing faceless, characterless and ugly tenement blocks, standing like so many forgotten tombstones. Recently washed down by the automated cleaning machines, everything bathed with an antiseptic smell, masking the filth. The sheen on the tarmac reflected the darkened sky, gloomy like my mood. I had a lot on my mind – namely the science homework. It wasn't that I couldn't do it; it was simply that I couldn't be bothered – it was so boring. I kept thinking to myself that perhaps if I asked Kevin Phelps, or that other know-it-all, Roger Kennedy, they might offer me some answers. Especially if I paid them. I had some of that American-style gum that I'd found on a corpse down by the river. They'd do anything for that.

Whilst so engrossed in my thinking, I paused to look around and realised, to my horror, I'd taken a wrong turning. Cursing my own stupidity, I turned to retrace my steps but then stopped. This was a part of town I hadn't been in before. I felt the first stirrings of panic growing in my stomach. I whirled around, trying to find some distinguishing feature, anything which might point me back to the main road. But in the encroaching darkness, all of the side streets looked the same and I soon realized that I was lost. It might take me over an hour to find my way back to the route which led me to the arena. Maybe more. When I thought I heard a Sandman patrol marching close by, I quickly dipped into a doorway. Looking back, this decision was probably my most stupid. I had no reason to hide – I hadn't done anything wrong, had nothing to be guilty about, and it was hours before curfew. The patrol might stop, scan my chip, check my identification, then send me on my way with a D-merit to download into school the following day. Nevertheless, the fear of meeting them in that ghastly place was too much, so I pressed myself further into the doorway. Almost at once, the door gave way, rotten timbers groaning. Worried that it was going to burst inwards, making me look more of a guilty fool than I already was, I tried the handle and quickly stepped inside, pressing the rickety door shut behind me.

I held my breath, the darkness inside complete. I stood there for a few moments, waiting for my eyes to adjust to the gloom, listening. Outside, I heard the Sandman patrol stomping past, the sound of their pounding boots growing louder with each passing second. This was the point of no return, of course. If those Sandmen had seen or heard me going through the door, what was I supposed to say to explain away my bizarre actions? A D-merit would be like a welcome gift compared to an evening being grilled by those evil slime-balls.

When I couldn't hear the steady thump anymore, I screwed up my eyes. Someone told me, or perhaps I'd read it on the net, that if you close your eyes for ten seconds, when you open them again you can pick out the details of the darkest of rooms. I did just that. And guess what, it worked.

At least, I thought it had, because the light I saw had nothing to do with my squeezing my eyes shut. It had everything to do with the fact that there were three or four men standing in front of me and the closest held a torch, directing the beam straight into my face. I gasped and turned my head away, hand coming up defensively. Suddenly, other hands, not mine, grabbed me roughly by the shoulders and pulled me deeper inside the blackened room.

They didn't let me go until I was in another room, situated at the far end of the building. Slamming me down into a chair, one of them must have flicked the mains switch because the room suddenly filled with a sickly yellow glow. I looked towards it, screwing up my face again. A naked bulb hung from the ceiling, covered with a thick film of dust and dead flies. That made everything feel all the more terrifying somehow and I snapped my head this way and that, not knowing what to expect next.

Somebody spoke from out of the gloom. “Who the hell are you?”

I looked towards where I thought the voice was coming from. A big man, bigger than the others by a long way, loomed over me, his face wet with sweat. Along the side of his mouth ran deep lines, created by either laughter or pain – I couldn't guess which – cut into his flesh, seeming to lend his expression a menacing air. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn't drag my eyes way from his. Hypnotic, that's what they were.

“I'll ask you again. Who are you?”

“Simeon,” I replied quickly, hoping this was enough. It obviously wasn't because one of the others stepped forward and hit me hard across the face with the back of his hand. The blow snapped my head back with such force that I almost fell over, my head ringing like a bell smacked by a massive hammer. Before I toppled over completely, the big man grabbed me by the arm and tugged me upright again.

He stared at me and for a long time. I didn't have the strength to speak, let alone move, my terror total.

But nothing could take away the pain. It spread across my face until a red, pulsing heat haze of agony cocooned me. Whimpering and blubbering, I held my cheek where the blow had struck and, wincing, managed to cry out, “What the hell was that for?” I wanted to sound hard, but my attempt proved unconvincing. I can hold my own against someone my own age with no trouble, but these were grown men, and there were four of them. With this lot, pretending being tough wasn't going to cut it.

“For being a smart-ass,” said the big guy. “Who sent you here?”

I blinked, not understanding the question. How could I, it was blatantly stupid. “No one,” I said needlessly, because no one had. I look beyond his shoulder to the others, lurking there in the half-light. Who were these guys, and why were they hiding in a dark building, away from the prying eyes of the Sandmen? I wanted to ask them, but thought better of it when I saw them exchanging dangerous looks. The atmosphere crackled with tension.

“Get rid of him, Stoker,” said the man who had hit me, “or I will.” He fumbled inside his jacket. I watched with widening eyes as he produced a black revolver and expertly fitted a stubby, evil looking silencer on the end of the barrel.

“Wait,” I shouted, both my hands coming up in a defensive gesture, “for God's sake – wait!” My explanation tumbled out of me, “My name's Simeon, Simeon Allis. I live over on Beckford Estate. I was making my way to practice at the public arena when I took a wrong turning and got lost. That's the truth of it, I promise.”

The hitter with the gun paused for a moment, weighing up my story. He glanced over at the others, who shrugged. “It don't ring true. Simeon Alice?” I knew he thought it was the girl's name. I didn't feel like putting him straight. “What sort of a name is that?”

“Poofter's name,” spat one of the others and they all laughed.

“Shut up,” snapped the big man, the one called Stoker. He hadn't laughed. His eyes remained fixed on me, giving nothing away. Did he believe me, or not? “Where's your ID?”

I fished around in my pants and brought it out. Stoker snatched it off me and took it over to the far side of the room. I followed him with my eyes and he switched on a spotlight, holding the ID under the glare of the light. I was surprised to see the mass of equipment neatly stacked up there, including an official government ID scanner. That surprised me more than anything, for those things were priceless – as well as being ultra-secret. I knew this, having tried to find out as much as I could about them by hacking into the Internal Security mainframe and failing miserably. So, how had he got hold of one, unless… No, I shook my head, dismissing the idea instantly – these weren't Government men, they couldn't be. As these thoughts swirled through my fuddled brain, Stoker fed my card into the machine, waited a few moments and read off the information. He came back, chewing his lip, deep in thought.

“It's like he says.”

The hitter with the gun sighed in disappointment. He looked at me, his features hard. “So, you got lost? And just by chance, by sheer chance, you came knocking on our door?”

“There were Sandmen,” I blurted out quickly. “I'd taken a wrong turning; if they'd have caught me they'd have given me a D-merit. I've already got too many of those, and another might mean I'd have to go and see the Principal.”

“What, in person?”

I nodded meekly, knowing this was an outrageous thing to say. No one had real teachers anymore. Everything was virtual; we all stayed at home in our rooms, linked through our imbedded chips with the virtual classroom, our lessons downloaded directly into the cerebral cortex. We hardly ever interacted on a physical level now. Exceptions being, of course, practice and the occasional authority figure. This explained why the hitter appeared so shocked to learn the Principals were real. Nothing more than glorified programmers to be absolutely accurate, probably with no educational background at all. But what did that matter. His task was to keep things running smoothly, not to impart knowledge. That was for the government to do. If there was a system failure, he was the man who fixed it. If a student strayed, or received too many D-merits, the Principal spoke to him. Laid it all out on the table – the consequences of not achieving. Deportation and re-programming in Cambridge.

Moving into the far corner, the men spoke rapidly to one another. For a moment I had a wild fantasy of making a run for it, ripping open the door and catching up with those Sandmen, telling them everything I'd found out…which wasn't much, but I felt sure that they'd be interested. I craned my neck and peered towards the door, nothing more than a black smudge in the darkness, and let out a long breath. Impossible, I decided, not a hope. The bullet would smack into the back of my head before I'd got within two metres and that would be that. So I sat and waited, gingerly touching my rapidly swelling cheek every couple of seconds. How would I explain that to Piperson, the Bandmaster? If I ever got out of this mess, of course. If I ever saw Piperson, or anyone ever again. Especially Yolanda. God, I missed her right now.

“All right,” said Stoker coming towards me again. I noticed that, behind him, the hitter no longer held the gun. That was something at least, a tiny sliver of hope. “We want you to do something for us.”

I frowned, puzzled. “I…what do you mean?”

The hitter pushed past Stoker, jutting his chin towards me, snarling. “We mean, you little shrimp, that if you don't do as we ask, we'll drop you in it with the Sandmen…”

“Right up to your pretty little neck.” Another said, the one who'd called me a 'poofter'. Of all four of them, he was the one I detested the most. An aura of latent wickedness radiated from him, unsettling me, causing me to avoid his penetrating stare.

“It's simple,” said Stoker. “We want you to deliver a package to The Protector.”





Two

Yolanda smiled sickly sweet as I came through the main entrance. I held up my hand to stop her running towards me, but I didn't need to, she was already slowing down, deep furrows appearing on her brow. For a moment, I wondered what was bothering her, then I remembered – my cheek. I brushed the bruise with the tips of my fingers and simply raised my eyebrows. I hoped that was explanation enough.

It seemed to be, at least for now. She didn't ask, just creased her forehead a touch and, taking me by the elbow, gently steered me towards the group of assembled players. She pressed her head against my arm. We hadn't seen each other in the flesh for a week and I knew that she'd missed me. I often thought that for Yolanda, I seemed to be the personification of everything good and pure in this world. She hardly uttered a bad word to me and if ever I snarled or grunted, she simply smiled, letting me know she forgave me. Sometimes, her attentions proved too much – almost as if she were smothering me. Like a mother's love, perhaps. If anyone was to know a mother's love, of course. Mothers were not necessary now, and hadn't been for some time. But maybe Yolanda was as good and, especially after what I'd been through, I could do with someone to love me.

I wanted to tell her everything, but of course I couldn't. They'd told me, those men, in no uncertain terms, that if I opened my mouth to a single soul, they'd shop me to the Sandmen. Stoker had run a defrag through my chip and had found just enough room to place in there a tiny programme he'd created. He'd punched up the information on his screen and there I was. Everything. I marvelled at his expertise, but the idea that he now owned me filled me with dread. I was his, every bit of me. At any given time, he'd know where I was, who I was talking to, what I was eating, even what I was wearing…I was all sewn up.

“Allis, my divine boy, nice of you to join us.”

I looked up and nodded briefly towards Piperson as he strode across the parade ground towards me. As he got closer, I could smell the cheese and onion on his breath, a reassuring connection with the real world, of my old life. Yesterday's life. That afternoon's life.

“Sorry, Captain Piperson, sir,” I clicked my heels and brought my right hand up to my temple in a stiff salute. “I was somewhat delayed.”

“No matter, Allis. You're here now, so we can begin.” He span around and I looked over to the rest of the band and struck a pose which I hoped would force them to turn away from me. The last thing I wanted now was lots of questions. They stood rigid, like concrete pillars, white uniforms gleaming even in the drab, dismal light, all waiting. Without another second's pause, I took the cornet from Yolanda's outstretched hand and fell in beside the others.

Piperson's voice cracked, “By the left…qui-ick…MARCH!”

Bramble Fawlkes beat out the bass drum and the practice began.

 

Just over two gruelling hours later Yolanda and I strolled through the remains of City Centre Park, pausing by one of the stagnant ponds, imagining ducks still swam there, waiting for us to throw them bread. She stood so close I could breathe in her perfume. I slipped my arm around her slim waist and she cooed softly, put her head against me and I held onto her, wanting that simple, glorious moment to last forever. She was supremely gorgeous, the most divine girl I'd ever known. When I first laid eyes on her, I thought my legs would buckle and bend beneath me. Lithe, long-limbed, cheek bones carved out of ebony and eyes that you just wanted to dive into and lose yourself forever. She was everything anyone could wish for, so why did I never feel satisfied with her? Everything was so in-your-face with her, that's the truth. She had no imagination, no soul I suppose. For her, the world was a simple place. This is what it is, get on with it. I always looked under the surface, forever asking questions, never satisfied with the answers. She thought that was dangerous and, in all honesty, it was. Sandmen don't like questions and Yolanda likes them even less. She was programmed, like everyone else, to accept our world, revel in its perfections … or imperfections, as I so often said, much to her annoyance.

“I need to talk to you about something,” I said, not really sure how to make her understand without actually telling her anything.

She looked at me with those great big eyes of hers. “You can talk to me about anything.” She reached out a single finger and gently touched my swollen cheek. “What's the problem?”

“No, no, it's nothing to do with this,” I laughed, flicking the bruise as if it didn't matter. But it did. The pulsing ache was a constant reminder of how hard that guy had hit me. But I didn't want to offer her any explanation, for the simple reason that I couldn't think of one, other than the truth. So I plunged on. “No, I've got myself in a bit of a mess, Yolanda. I'm way behind in my schoolwork. I need to take some time out to try and get it finished.”

“Oh.”

And that was it. I couldn't believe it. No accusations or blame, no tears, just a shrug of her slim shoulders and we were walking again, following the path to the main gate. Her silence was disturbing.

“Are you all right?”

She shrugged again. She was good at that. “Fine.”

I knew she wasn't. I knew she thought this was my way of telling her that I didn't want to see her anymore. This was way off the mark. Dull she may be, but when she pressed that body against me, I couldn't give a fig about anything else. Shallow? Damn right – I'm Simeon Allis, one of the last cynics left in this open-gash of a world. I saw everything as it is, and that made me something of a pariah. If the truth had to be told, she was the only friend I had and I didn't want to lose her. So, as we got to the gate, I pulled her round to me, lifted up her chin and smiled at her. “Look, this is no big deal, Yolanda. I honestly just need some time to get myself straight.”

“Are you sure?”

So, I was right. She believed I was telling her this was the end. I put my arms around her and held her close. “Of course I'm sure. You mustn't worry, honestly.” I'd used that word twice. Strange how easily lying came to me. I held her for a long time, feeling the warmth spread across my stomach, enjoying the sensation her body gave me. Slowly, bit by bit, I brought myself back to the present, took her hand, and we moved out of the park and drifted down to the riverside and her apartment block. It was almost dark now and curfew would be sounding. I had about ten minutes. “Don't forget your visit to the Albert Hall. What was it, Beethoven? Should be good.”

But she wasn't interested in any of that now. I'd hurt her and I couldn't tell her why.

She studied her nails, not wanting to look at me. “You'll be in touch?”

I smoothed her hair. “I really care for you, you know.”

“Do you?”

I nodded and leaned forward to kiss her very gently on her lips. She didn't respond, but she didn't back away either.

“I'll contact you in a couple of days.” I smiled. As I kissed her a second time, her mouth opened, those velvet lips rolling over mine, our tongues playing around inside. Electricity coursed through my body. “God, Yolanda,” I moaned, my hand creeping towards her breast.

“No, not here, Simeon.”

“Well where the hell else?”

She held my face in her hands. “Soon,” she said, turned and glided away.

I watched her moving down the path, my eyes centred on her magnificent butt and I let out a long groan again. We could have a life, Yolanda and me. It wouldn't be intellectually stimulating, but my God it would be amazing physically.

She reached her residential block and disappeared inside without looking back. I knew she didn't truly believe me. Perhaps it was for the best, because tomorrow I had to forget about school and go to the Protector's residence, and that was something I didn't want Yolanda to know anything about, ever.

 

I only just made the curfew. I had to dash all the way, taking the route along the river, which wasn't such a good idea, but it would save me a couple of vital minutes. I had to leap over several bodies and when one of them moved and reached out with a bony, stick-thin hand to grab me, I knew I was in trouble if I stopped. And I wanted to stop – my lungs were screaming and the stitch in my side hurt like sin. I bit down through the pain, kept on moving, breathing hard, forcing myself not to slow down, and certainly not stop. I couldn't stop, I couldn't slow. So I pushed on until at last I left the stinking, filthy river behind and veered off up the slope towards my part of town. I could see my block, lights on near the top, and I almost cheered. Not far now.

The lights made me think. Idiot that I was, I realised I'd made a serious miscalculation over the time. Everyone who lived in my block – and there weren't many that did – were already safely inside. This wasn't good and I calculated I was at least two minutes late. If they caught you outside after curfew, you were dead. No arguments. A Sandman would come, relentlessly tracking you down until he found you, take you in his great scissor hands and tear off your head. Whimpering with the fear rushing through me, I put my head down and sprinted forward. As I made the twisted, broken drive way that once would have looked so attractive and inviting, I saw him out the corner of my eye. Unmistakeable. Huge. Terrifying.

A Sandman.

I didn't wait to check. I hit the main entrance door to the block with my shoulder and blasted inside.

Running up the stairs in a mad dash, I could already hear the steady beat of the Sandman as he came down the street, his huge legs eating up the distance between us, faster than I could ever hope to run. I fumbled for my key card and managed to slap it against the readout panel just as I sensed him coming through the main entrance. With my heart thumping I pushed open the door to my apartment and turned to see him, only feet behind me, his great legs coming over the top step first. God, he could move fast! He was almost upon me and soon those great arms of his would be clamping themselves around my waist, lifting me up…

He gasped as I slammed the door shut behind me, leaning against it with all my strength, eyes squeezed shut, gulping down the air. He was right outside, a thin sheet of aluminium the only thing separating me from certain annihilation. I could hear him, sense his menace, his power. But I was inside now and I was safe. Sandmen did not follow you into your abode, unless on express orders to do so.

I slid down the door and slumped in a heap on the floor, running my hand over my dripping face. My God, how close had I been? Five seconds more and that would have been it. I let out a long, shuddering sigh and heard the Sandman moving away. I grinned in total, utter relief.

Gathering my senses slightly, I climbed to my feet, putting the flat of my hand against the wall for a moment, steadying my breathing before padding down the hallway to the kitchen. I punched out my dietary requirement for the evening. I was late and the voice from the cooker told me so. I ordered it to make me gruel and, some five seconds later, I took it with me into the lounge, slumped down into my entertainment couch and whispered the machine to come on.

The gruel tasted foul, as it always does. I couldn't finish it and my house computer didn't like that. I told it to shut up, that I wasn't feeling too good. That was stupid, because of course it logged my comments and already they were being sent over to Central Control. They would want to check my daily quota, make sure the dosage was correct. I groaned and sat back. As I watched the incessant newsreels and adverts for the armed forces, I must have dozed off, my mind filled with unwanted images, of how it was before I lived on my own, the golden days when my family were with me and everything was normal and good and real. And, how I first came into contact with the Sandmen.





Three

The street in which we lived in those days was wide and sweeping. Terraced housing, but each possessed with that little blush of individuality which made them so attractive. All had front gardens, with little paths leading from the tiny gate that separated our private worlds from the traffic beyond. Not that there was much traffic, as I could remember. The fuel crisis had become a permanent fixture by then and the distant war in the Middle East meant people were conserving everything, especially petrol.

I was about six, I think, on that fateful day, sitting on our garden wall, my Nan beside me talking to Mrs. Roberts from next door. I can't remember what they were talking about, but that wouldn't have mattered anyway – my Nan could talk about nothing for hours on end. She was a lovely woman, so kind, so caring. Tall and big-boned. Spectacles. 'Have you got your glasses case?' my mum always asked her as Nan readied herself for work. 'Handkerchief, purse and keys?' It was a ritual. This particular day, she wasn't at work, so I guess it must have been a Thursday because the shops weren't open on Thursdays. They'd gone back to the 'old days' as Nan called them. Another indication of just how bad things were becoming.

Well, they talked, Nan and Mrs. Roberts and I watched the street. There were two dogs across the road and they alerted us to the danger. They froze, ears standing upright like they were on stalks, eyes shooting down to the left, then they were off, tails between their legs, racing away like greyhounds from the starting gates. I felt Nan tense, then she gestured for me to get off the wall, her hand flapping around like a flag in a gale. She didn't speak, but I knew she was worried. I got down, brushed my backside and she put her arm across my chest, pressing me back against the wall, hard. Both she and Mrs. Roberts stood ramrod straight, like soldiers at attention, eyes set straight, not a muscle moving, as rigid as marble pillars.

The Sweepers came. There were two of them, big men, dressed in long, beige coloured raincoats, collars up, massive coal scuttle helmets on their heads, the neck guards trailing down their backs like lobster tails. Some called them lobster-tails, a throwback to the English Civil War someone at school told me years later. But I didn't know that then. All I knew was that Nan was frightened, more frightened than I thought a human being could be, and that frightened me too.

The lead Sweeper drew close, smiling, seemingly relaxed, but his eyes were everywhere, the reason they bore the name 'Sweepers'. They patrolled the communities, seeking out 'undesirables' – the unregistered, those who were not yet chipped, many of them foreigners. So many people fled from the devastating wars in the east and swarmed into our country, creating a society at breaking point, and despair and fear walked hand-in-hand along every street. Most were innocent refugees, but some were hardened terrorists, drug-traffickers, gangsters. This was what Nan told me. I won't repeat what Dad called them, but I think his sentiments echoed the majority.

Inside the Sweepers' huge helmets ran a mass of technology, feeding a constant stream of information into the cortex of their brains. Scanned, filtered and diagnosed, this enabled them to identify, within a few seconds, the exact whereabouts of any person not authentically chipped. Don't ask me how they did it, but it was fast and it was brutal.

The bigger of the two was ruffling my hair, whilst the other looked along the houses.

“Nice boy, mother,” said the big Sweeper in a sickly sweet voice, “you must be very proud.”

“He's not mine, sir,” said Nan. I glanced at her, frowning. Nan calling him sir? “He's Mabel's.”

The Sweeper nodded, knowing that this was the case because of the scan he had made. I noticed the little electric impulses scuttling across the visor that he had lifted up so we could see his eyes. When they went into action, the visor came down, connecting them into the central mainframe. But they could scan with the visor up or down. Their eyes did that. Hot-wired into the helmet. More machine than human being. “Yes, of course he is. Tell me more about him, mother.”

“Born and raised here in the street, sir,” she answered. I noticed she wasn't looking at him, her eyes locked straight ahead, mouth set in a wide grin. But not a pleasant or friendly grin, more like one engraved into her features. I saw the sweat glistening on her brow and realised she was terrified.

“A good boy?”

“Very good, sir. Doing well in school. “

“Yes. Had problems with the downloads, I understand.”

“Yes. I think it was when…” she suddenly stopped, her eyes darting to his and quickly back again. Did I hear Mrs. Roberts take a sharp intake of breath?

The Sweeper's shoulders shifted under his voluminous raincoat. “Heard rumours have we, mother?”

“Nothing that is of any importance, sir.”

“No? Why don't you share them with me then?”

For a dreadful, achingly long time we all stood there in silence, so quiet I could hear the processors whirring in his head. With painful slowness, he reached out his right hand and placed it on her shoulder and spoke in the most menacingly soft and sweet voice I had ever heard. “Just the highlights will suffice, mother.”

I sensed her body giving way, all the resistance leaving her, his huge paw pressing down with immense strength. A tiny moan escaped from her mouth. “A glitch, sir. Nothing more.”

“A glitch. Explain it to me, mother.”

The use of that word, 'mother', chilled me to the bone. I snapped my head around. “Please sir, it was a software problem. The connection went down and for a moment…”

He turned his eyes to me, eyes which burned with something not of this world, dissecting and examining every nerve and fibre of my body. Seized with crushing terror, I felt my bowels loosen. “Did your chip malfunction, sweet child?”

I managed to speak, my voice little more than a croak, “Only for a second or two, sir.”

“Best run a diagnostic,” he said and his eyes closed.

A sudden bolt of searing white light pulsed through my brain, but before I could react, it happened.

One minute we were stood there, hardly daring to breathe, my eyes filling up with tears, my thoughts jumbled up but still managing to wonder why this horrible man talked to my lovely grandma in such a way his words turned her into a quivering wreck, and then…

Two or maybe three men, I can't remember the exact number, came bursting out of a doorway from across the street. Instantly, the second Sweeper was moving, visor down, his raincoat blooming wide open, the massive gyro-controlled laser suspended from his shoulder taking a bead on the running 'undesirables'. The lead man reared up and screamed as the first burst hit him, a single beam of intense light slicing his torso in two. I watched in horror as his legs kept running forward for a few steps before buckling and collapsing to the ground. The top half of his body, a singed slab of charred meat, flesh crackling, spitting fat, lay quivering on the pavement. I could see his face, the eyes wide, terrified, open-mouthed, smoke curling out from between the lips. The whole body in spasm.

I screamed. There was nothing I could have done to prevent it. For a moment I thought I was going to be sick. Nan pulled me down to the ground, her body shielding me. But I could still see.

The other two men cart-wheeled over the pavement as the lasers hit the ground next to them, bringing up their own weapons, barking out their responses. These were older weapons, of course. Ancient. Nine-millimetre automatics, no doubt loaded with dum-dum bullets. Several hit Mrs. Roberts across the chest, throwing her back, making her dance like a marionette as the bullets punched into her body, little explosions of red blood peppering her body – one, two, three, the bullets hit home, like the beat of drum to accompany her dance. She made no sound, just a shocked expression crossing her face before she slumped to the ground.

I screamed again. Nan threw her hand over my mouth, pressed me close. But I had to know, I had to see.

The big Sweeper, the one who had spoken to us, moved fast, cutting across the street, whilst his colleague out-flanked the two men. It was over quickly and viciously, one of the men losing his head in a blink, the other both of his arms. They wanted him alive, that much was obvious. And they had him. His wounds, instantly cauterised, were not going to be the cause of his death. The torture he would endure would do that. But not before he told them everything they needed to know – who controlled them, where their hideout was. How many more of their 'cell' plagued the streets?

Three hover cars and a seemingly endless stream of air-bikes came whispering down the street, blocking off all the entrances, Sweepers disgorging from the vehicles like a swarm of locusts, dozens of them, spreading out in all directions.

But they all froze when the Sandman came.

I'd never seen one before that day. And from the moment I saw it, my waking hours were to be filled with dread, and my sleep dominated by nightmares.





Four

Almost before the Sun rose above the horizon, I made my way down to the square to pick up the first hover bus that would take me to the city outskirts. I touched the bulge in my pocket, reassuring myself that the little package the man called Stoker gave me was still there; the one I had to deliver to the Protector, in person. But as the bus arrived and I stepped on board, things began to unravel. I scanned my identity card, but nothing happened. This wasn't unusual, so I didn't panic. Quite often the technology would fail, a fact which was becoming increasingly common lately. With so many resources directed towards the war in the Middle East, money was tight…non-existent actually. Students, such as myself, received an allowance, paid directly into our virtual accounts on a weekly basis. The Government initially tried monthly payments, but most of us spent every cent in the first week – the lure of playing football with George Best, or staring in Enter the Dragon alongside Bruce Lee too good to be ignored. With all our food, drink and drugs freely assigned, we had nothing else on which to spend our allowances. So, in their divine wisdom, the powers that be decided we were simply too stupid and irresponsible to manage our finances, hence the weekly payments. Yolanda, always so careful with her money, engaged a personal, virtual finance advisor to manage every single cent she parted with. It was awesome. Me, I would just scroll through the choices, and hit on whatever I wanted, regardless of the cost. Yolanda would save her credits, waiting until something really extraordinary came online. Like that concert, for instance. The concert I'd ruined for her.

Yolanda. Her face came into my mind, a face like no other, those high cheek-bones, full lips, the skin burnished with health. Her body a dream. I made a pact with myself, right there, gazing at the scanning device, that when this was over and I was once more safely back home, I'd take her to bed and we'd make love endlessly. The thought sent a thrill through my loins. I was on fire.

A heavy hand came down on my shoulder, wrenching me from my reverie. I swung around to face a massive Sweeper, fibre optics running across his visor. “Problem?”

I froze, feeling my stomach turn inside out. He was already scanning my chip, probably from the moment the fault on the bus was reported. I tried to laugh, but all that came out was a kind of raspy cough, “No, it's just not accepting my ID.”

“Oh?” He reached over and took my card, holding it up to his helmet, scanning it. “It's perfectly fine. Perhaps there's a fault with the scanner?”

He carried out a quick diagnostic and sighed. I still wasn't looking at him but I could sense his impatience. “It's crashed. You'll have to get the next bus.” The other passengers began to shuffle around nervously. He held up his hand to them and they all instantly settled down.

I closed my eyes. Damn it! I wanted to get to the Protector's as soon as possible. The journey out of town was a long, sometimes dangerous one. I didn't want to be coming back late.

The Sweeper, noticing my disappointment, gave me a long look. “You have an appointment?”

“Yes, sir. Out of town appointment, sir.”

He read through my chip. Stiffening, he turned me around to face him. “Boy,” he said, his voice serious, “you have an appointment with the Protector?”

I'd never experienced surprise in a Sweeper's voice. Usually so calculated, planned, deliberate, this one appeared genuinely shocked.

It was the adjustments Stoker made to my chip, something designed to enable me to gain access to the Protector's residence, something the Sweeper had just read.

I nodded limply. “Yes, sir.”

“And you're going by bus?” He shook his great head and within seconds a hover bike hissed alongside. The passengers onboard all gasped in awe. “This will take you there.”

I gaped. A hover bike? I'd never been onboard a hover bike before. I was both shocked and a little excited. “Thank you, sir,” I mumbled. He was still peering down at me. I tried to remain calm. He must have sensed my nervousness, surely.

“Don't fret so,” he said in a kindly voice. “Meeting the Protector can be a nerve-wracking experience. But it must be important, so go with all our thoughts and all our grace.”

I bowed deeply. “Thank you, sir.” I stepped down from the bus and slipped into the seat of the hover bike. I breathed a sigh and readied myself for the thrust. I'd seen the images on the holistic screens, but this was real. My God, I was actually sitting in a hover bike.

“Simeon!”

My head snapped round, my eyes nearly popping out of their sockets and I felt the fear grip me like a vice. The Sweeper loomed over me. Had he realised, had he discovered the truth? Was it all just a terrible ploy on his part to get me off the bus and into the open so he could cut me down with his laser?

His hand came forward. “You forgot this.”

It was my ID. I tried not to exhale too loudly, smiled instead, and took the card gratefully.

“Safe journey.”

I bowed my head again, fastened the safety belt and tried to relax. The Perspex cover appeared from out of thin air, encasing me in its protective shell and then, without warning, the bike shot off, hitting its top speed within a few, unbelievably exhilarating seconds. The G-force threw me back against the seat and I held on, trying to keep my eyes open but finding it virtually impossible to do so. I managed to turn my head to the side and watch the world rush by in a blur. Blasts of cold air buffeted the bike as it climbed, forcing me to close my eyes and when I did chance another glance, we had already left the grime of the city far behind us, passing over barren, scorched countryside. I was on my way, into the unknown, heading towards the Protector's residence. I was terrified.

 

It was an imposing building. Even with the tall security walls surrounding it, the upper storeys were clearly visible. Set upon a hill, it commanded views across the entire valley. That valley was once a rich and pleasant place, where workers would toil in the sunshine, harvesting the wheat. Now, it was brown, lifeless and brutalised. The years had not been kind to the earth and now, with it no longer tended, scrub, weeds and harsh gorse took control, conquering it.
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