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  ‘What do you think it’s like to kiss a girl?’ Wilson says as he scans his holocard and steps on to the metro train.




  ‘It’s not unpleasant,’ I say, following him.




  ‘Yeah, right! You’ve never kissed a girl,’ Wilson says, in an unnecessarily loud voice.




  ‘Shh!’ I look round at the construction workers and shoppers on the train. They don’t seem to be listening. ‘You don’t know everything about me,’ I say.




  ‘Jackson, we’ve been living at the same school since we were five. I do know everything about you.’




  ‘Actually, in the past eleven years there have been a number of occasions when you haven’t been present. There was that intimate evening walk with Mel Ross . . .’




  ‘You were eight! And the only reason she wanted to talk to you was to break the news that she’d accidentally sat on your genetic mutation experiment.’




  He’s right of course. Wilson is my best friend, but sometimes I hate the fact that we live in each other’s pockets. When the kids in our district take the Potential Test at age five,

  only those with the highest scores get into our Learning Community: it’s one of the top schools in the country and they keep the classes small. Which means everyone knows everything about

  everyone.




  ‘You’re not exactly a girl magnet yourself,’ I say.




  Wilson waggles his eyebrows at me. ‘Don’t you remember my Biology project with Leela Phillips? We spent a lot of time in that lab together.’




  ‘We all know that she only chose you for a partner because you’re the biggest Science brainer in the school,’ I say.




  ‘No, you’re the biggest Science brainer. Actually, you’re the biggest brainer full stop.’ He gives me a kick. Quite a hard kick.




  I smother a smile. It’s useful being smart. Everyone wants to be in my work group and on Fridays my name is always on the high achievers list, which means extra privileges.




  The train pulls into the Business Sector and two women in suits crowd into our carriage.




  ‘Maybe we need to meet a different kind of girl,’ Wilson says. He looks around as if he suddenly expects to see a selection of teenage females. Unsurprisingly, there aren’t

  any.




  We’re not likely to meet a ‘different type’ of girl. We’re not supposed to be friendly with anyone outside of school. In fact, we’re not even supposed to think

  about anything outside school. The children who get into top-rated Learning Communities like ours leave home at five years old and from then on our teachers are always going on about how

  we’re the elite and we’re being trained for important Leadership work and how we need to focus on our studies. Anyone who doesn’t work hard is a disgrace. I don’t mind the

  hard work, but I do mind never being allowed out. We go home for just two weekends a year and we rarely leave the school grounds. I’d like to see my mum more. Wilson says he never really

  thinks about his parents, but I speak to my mother on the communicator a lot. She’s cool. My dad died when I was baby so it’s just us.




  Wilson pokes me in my side to get my attention. Then he punches me in the arm. He’s a bit wired because we’re out on a trip. It’s the first time in ages that we’ve been

  given a pass out. Our teacher, Facilitator Johnson, gave it to us so we could deliver a package for him.




  Wilson jabs me again. ‘Do you think we could get an evening pass out? Maybe we could go to an entertainment centre and meet some girls.’




  ‘They don’t like us going to entertainment centres. They’re full of kids from Second Class Learning Communities.’




  ‘So?’




  ‘I don’t know, maybe they think if we mix with average kids it will rub off on us. Anyway, do you really want to date some girl who’s going to end up as a nurse or a secretary?

  What’s wrong with the girls at our school? They’re the academic elite. We’re talking the finest teenage minds in the country.’




  ‘Maybe it’s not their minds we should be interested in, my friend.’ Wilson lets go of the hand grip to reach out and pat me on the shoulder. The train jerks to a halt

  and he ends up falling on to the man in front of us.




  Wilson pats him on the shoulder instead. ‘Sorry! Sorry about that,’ Wilson says.




  The man stares down at Wilson’s hand. Wilson pulls it back and folds his arms. The man eyes our school badges and tuts.




  I drag Wilson a little further down the carriage. The train slows and we pull into our stop. We hop off and take the high-speed lift to surface level.




  ‘I don’t know if I’d even want to meet an outside girl. Have you noticed the general public aren’t exactly keen on us?’ I say.




  We step out of the lift and head into the long, sheltered avenues of shops. The winter sun is shining, but the wind is biting.




  ‘They’re jealous,’ Wilson says. ‘They think we’re living a life of luxury at a top Learning Community. They’ve got no idea how hard we work, or how much

  pressure there is on us to get into the Leadership and sort this country out.’




  ‘Jealous or not, all this stuff about us being geniuses and the future of our nation doesn’t make us popular.’




  ‘I reckon we’d be popular with Academy girls. I heard they’ll do anything you want,’ Wilson says grinning at me.




  If you don’t score high enough in the Potential Test to get into a Learning Community, even a Second Class one, they send you to an Academy.




  ‘What are you saying, Wilson? The only girl who’d go out with you would have to be too stupid to know any better? How many Academy girls do you think would understand your latest

  research?’




  ‘I’m sure we’d find something else to talk about,’ says Wilson, working his eyebrows again.




  In a minute he’ll be winking at me. I give him a shove. ‘What would you have to talk to a girl about anyway?’ I say.




  ‘Just, y’know, stuff.’ He shrugs his shoulders.




  I don’t know what I’d talk to a girl about. I can’t imagine that they’d be interested in the things that Wilson and I discuss. We talk about Science. And sex. And sci-fi

  films. Preferably ones with sex in. And sometimes Wilson rambles on about the novel he’s writing about a world ruled by dragons and gnomes.




  Wilson is staring at me.




  ‘What?’ I say.




  He eyes me up and down. ‘That red jacket doesn’t really go with your hair,’ he says.




  ‘My hair is black, how can it not go?’




  ‘But there’s so much of it.’




  My mother is always telling me to cut my hair. It’s thick and curly and grows quickly, but I like it when it’s just starting to hang in my eyes.




  ‘I like my hair and I like my jacket,’ I say. ‘Even Facilitator Johnson told me it was striking.’




  ‘You’re a bit long and skinny for it.’




  Suddenly I get it. Wilson is just as long and skinny as me. He is also obsessed with finding the perfect outfit that will make him irresistible to females. I shrug off my jacket and hand it to

  him.




  ‘You could have just asked,’ I say.




  He hands me his own plain black jacket. ‘I never like to miss an opportunity to tell you that your fringe makes you look like one of those dogs with all the hair in its eyes.’




  I kick him in the shins.




  We walk quickly down a parade of the expensive kind of shops. The screens in the windows change constantly. They flash up footage of models or music videos or arty shots of the latest

  communicator. I nod my head towards the greeter at the door of one of the shops. ‘That’s the kind of place Second Class Learning Community girls end up working,’ I say.




  ‘Does it really matter where a girl works?’




  He’s trying to wind me up. ‘Shut up, Wilson, don’t give me all that anti-Leadership crap. Of course it matters where you work, it’s supposed to be “individuals

  working to their potential for the good of all” remember?’




  He covers his ears. ‘Don’t start spouting The Leader’s speeches at me.’




  ‘I’m just saying: everyone’s got their place and that’s why it works.’




  ‘And I’m just saying I don’t see why kids from different schools can’t get . . . friendly.’




  I shake my head at him. I don’t believe he’d really go near a Second Class Learning Community girl and definitely not one from an Academy. He’s just obsessed with the thought

  of girls full stop.




  We take a right, then a left. As we approach the edge of the shopping sector the stores get shabbier and smaller. There’s a row of three digital poster screens; each one is cracked but you

  can still see The Leader delivering a speech. It’s one of his most famous ones.




  ‘If we want to survive, we must work. If we want to prosper, we must work. If we want to keep our enemies at bay, we must work. We must work with our minds and with our hands to build a

  better nation. The power lies with you.’




  Wilson likes to joke, but even he has to admit that after the Long War, when this country was in a mess, it was The Leader who got us back on our feet. He’s the one that got kids doing the

  Potential Test and now, unlike the olden days, everyone is matched to the work they’re best suited to. And that’s how we’ve become a force to be reckoned with again.




  Whenever I hear that work speech I make up my mind to do better in my next assessment. Everybody says that I’ll be chosen for one of the top Leadership positions when I’m twenty-one

  and leave school, but I want to make sure.




  Sometimes I wonder what my dad did before he died. I like to imagine he had an important job in the Leadership. My mother hasn’t told me much about him. I think it makes her too sad.

  Yesterday, I finally got up the courage to try to hack into the National Register to see if there was anything about him on my official notes. But I couldn’t fully access my records. I

  suppose the point is that I really want to do something that would have made my dad proud.




  Wilson is watching me. ‘You’ve gone all gooey eyed.’ He looks up at the digi posters. ‘You can’t wait to get into the Leadership, can you? You love all that

  “strive to serve” stuff that Facilitator Johnson goes on about.’




  ‘It’s going to be great,’ I say. ‘The way I see it, we’ve spent the last seventeen years recovering from the Long War and now the Leadership is really getting into

  its stride. It’s going to be our generation making the decisions that make this country great again. We’re going to be so important.’




  ‘Yeah.’ Wilson grins. ‘I suppose we will be, won’t we?’




  It’s easy to find the factory workers’ accommodation block we’re looking for because it’s in the shadows of a huge factory which towers above the other buildings. The

  factory and the block are surrounded by high fences. In front of the main gate we find a scanner. When I walk through it the gate clicks open for me. We pass through two more gates like this. As we

  approach the factory I nod my head towards it. ‘And that’s where Academy girls end up,’ I say.




  ‘All right, snobby, stop going on about it.’




  ‘I’m not a snob. That’s just how society works. If you want to work in the Leadership then you can’t mix with Academy kids or factory workers.’




  Wilson smirks at me and points at the package in my hand. ‘Facilitator Johnson knows someone in a factory accommodation block,’ he says.




  ‘That’s different.’




  Wilson is quiet for a minute. His face is more serious now. ‘Do you ever wonder what it would be like though? If you went to an Academy and ended up in a factory?’




  ‘If your Potential Test suggested that you should be a factory worker then that’s the best place for you.’ I don’t know why he’s questioning the system. It works

  perfectly. Everyone has a role and everyone knows their place.




  We’ve reached the accommodation block. Wilson looks up at it. ‘I suppose so.’




  ‘Come on, we want the fifth floor,’ I say.




  We make our way up the metal staircase clinging to the side of the grey concrete block and quickly overtake an old man carrying a battered shopping bag.




  ‘Why isn’t he at the factory?’ I whisper.




  We watch the man’s quivering hand reaching for the banister. ‘I don’t think he’s fit for work any more,’ Wilson says.




  ‘But he still gets to live here? That’s nice, isn’t it. See? Everyone is provided for.’




  Wilson shrugs.




  We don’t see anyone else on our way up the stairs. I guess they’re all at the factory.




  ‘You can see the Wilderness from here,’ Wilson says.




  I lean on the rail and look out behind the block. A few hundred metres away is a familiar style of tall fence made of strips of metal and topped with barbed wire. You see them wherever the

  district borders the Wilderness. Beyond the fence is a wasteland littered with rubble that stretches, without a hint of greenery, as far as I can see.




  ‘Do your duty, do your best, or you’ll be sent to the Wilderness,’ Wilson whispers in a creepy voice.




  ‘Shut up.’ I haven’t heard that rhyme since I was a kid.




  ‘Remember what happened to Facilitator Amonetti?’




  Facilitator Amonetti disappeared from the Learning Community at the same time as a rebellious boy called Fisher. The rumour was that Fisher had wound the facilitator up to breaking point and

  that she had strangled him and then been sent to the Wilderness as punishment. ‘There was never any proof of all that,’ I say.




  The Wilderness is a huge area of desolate land that was created by bombing during the Long War. Being sent there is worse than going to prison. They say it’s roamed by packs of feral

  people who will tear you limb from limb. The rumours about the Wilderness are enough to keep anyone’s murderous rage under wraps.




  I shudder; just looking at the place gives me the creeps. I turn back to the steps.




  ‘They should get a lift,’ Wilson says. ‘Imagine living on the twenty-fifth floor. I wouldn’t want to climb these every day.’




  ‘Factory workers are trained for physical work,’ I say.




  ‘I’d like to see how “physical” a factory lady could be.’ Wilson squeezes the air in the region where a very short and very wide lady’s breasts would be.




  When we reach the fifth floor we stop in front of a set of fire doors that lead to a corridor. Through the misty glass I can see someone.




  ‘Hey Wilson, maybe this is your factory lady.’




  We push open the door. I stop dead. Wilson bangs into me from behind.




  It’s not a lady.




  It’s a man with a gun.
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  ‘Don’t make a noise or I’ll kick your heads in.’




  The man is wearing a black jacket with the hood up. He gestures us forward with the gun. I don’t want to get hurt. I shuffle forward. Wilson follows, staying close to me. My heart is

  pounding and my mouth is dry. I flick my eyes left and right. The corridor is lined with doors leading to flats. I pray for one of the doors to open.




  ‘What are a couple of brainers like you two doing out on the streets?’ says a voice behind us.




  I spin round. There’s another man, in a navy hooded coat. He must have been behind the fire doors.




  ‘I would’ve thought you were too precious to the Leadership to be out where you could get your throat slit,’ he says, walking towards us and making Wilson and me take a step

  back. Under his hood I can see his wide, flat nose and a fleck of spit on his fleshy lips. ‘What are you looking at?’ he snaps.




  I drop my eyes to the ground, but he’s talking to Wilson.




  ‘I . . . I’m not . . .’ Wilson opens and closes his mouth.




  We’ve moved so far back that now we’re sandwiched between the two of them. I don’t turn round but I can feel the massive presence of the man behind us.




  ‘Give me your money,’ says Navy Hood.




  Wilson scrabbles about trying to pull his currency card out of his pocket. He drops it and has to bend down to pick it up. He hands it to the man.




  ‘Thank you,’ Navy Hood says to Wilson.




  Wilson tries a shaky smile in return.




  The man headbutts him.




  ‘Uhhh!’ cries Wilson and lifts his hand to his head. The man behind us brings down an elbow into Wilson’s neck. Wilson crumples over, his face smashing straight into

  Navy Hood’s thrusting knee.




  ‘No!’ I cry.




  Both men turn to look at me.




  ‘You can’t . . .’ I begin, but my voice fails me.




  Black Hood’s eyes are in shadow, but I see him bare his teeth and I wince away just as he punches me in the nose. It’s like an explosion in my face. I reel backwards and Navy Hood

  kicks me in the stomach. As I go down I see Wilson trying to get to his feet.




  The men are kicking me; raining blows on my face, my stomach, my back. I hold my arms curled over my head. I can’t breathe. It feels like they’re splintering my spine with each kick.

  Why has no one come to help us?




  ‘Efwurding little brainer. Do you think you can tell us what to do?’ He kicks me in the stomach so hard it feels like his boot has punched through my flesh. ‘Think you’re

  better than us?’




  I try to call out, but I can’t get air into my lungs. I’m going to die.




  ‘Hey!’ Wilson shouts.




  The kicking stops.




  I gasp for breath. I retch. Keeping my arms over my head, I open my eyes. The two men are running down the long corridor after Wilson. I’ve got to get up. I’ve got to help Wilson. I

  roll over on to my knees and lift my head. There’s a rushing sound in my ears. I try to use my hands but they’re numb from where the men kicked them and my arms are shaking so hard I

  can’t support myself. I lean against the wall while I push up with my legs, then half run, half hobble down the corridor.




  I’m coughing and choking for breath and have to stop and suck in air to shout for help, but my voice is tiny in the dimly lit corridor. There’s no one in sight.




  I bang on the nearest door. ‘Help!’ I scream, straining my vocal chords. There’s no answer. I bang on the next door. Nothing. ‘Help!’ I shout again.

  ‘Police!’ The doors stare back at me blankly like eyes that don’t see.




  I’ve got to help Wilson – where is he?




  ‘Ahhhhhhh!’ I hear Wilson screaming somewhere outside. I try to run to the end of the corridor, but it’s like I’m moving in slow motion and the floor is made of

  sponge. I stagger through another set of fire doors out on to the outside balcony at the back of the block. I twist left then right; there’s no sign of Wilson or the men. They can’t

  have just vanished. I look from side to side again and up at the balcony above. There’s no one there either. The whole place is deserted. I look down over the railings on to the metal balcony

  below.




  And there is Wilson’s body.
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  Wilson is totally still in a horrible, final sort of a way. One of his arms is twisted back at a sickening angle. The drop to the balcony below is deep. They must have thrown

  him over. His face is white against my red jacket.




  Footsteps thunder below me. The men are coming.




  ‘I’ll kill you!’ one roars. I turn and run back through the doors and along the corridor. My legs feel disconnected from my body and there’s a stabbing pain in my

  stomach, but I move faster than I ever have before. At the other end of the corridor I run back down the steps that Wilson and I were climbing only moments ago. Before everything went crazy. I keep

  twisting back to see if the men are following, but there’s no sign of them. All I can hear is the sound of my own ragged breathing. Below me there’s the metallic ring of something

  hitting the rail of the stairs. I look down the centre of the stairwell and see Black Hood looking up at me.




  I spin round and run back up the stairs. My legs are on fire. I feel like tendons are ripping with every step I take. Below, through the metal I can see the man getting closer. I stumble through

  double doors and down another corridor. This is hopeless. There’s nowhere for me to go. I can’t escape and, when they catch me, they’ll kill me like they killed Wilson. I kick the

  flat door nearest to me as I listen to Black Hood pounding up the stairs.




  This is it.




  Then the door in front of me opens.




  I’m pulled into the room, where I fall to my knees. I press my head to the ground and let my mouth hang open in a silent scream while my body shakes. As my gasping slows I’m aware of

  the men outside shouting. I freeze, pressing my hand over my mouth.




  I turn my head to the side and look up at the flat owner. It’s an old woman. Her birdlike head is cocked in the direction of the door. She’s completely still, with her hands slightly

  raised as if she’s waiting for them to come bursting in. I’ve got to hide. I roll over to look around the room. It’s tiny. The painted walls are flaking and there’s a

  purple-black bloom of mould across the ceiling. There’s a cupboard too low and narrow for me to hide in, a stove, a table, and a rickety bed. I crawl under the bed and press myself against

  the wall. There’s another shout from outside and the sound of the door at the top of the stairs swinging back so hard that it cracks against the wall. Then it’s quiet. I watch the old

  woman’s feet cross the room to the window. Outside, a car squeals away at high speed.




  ‘They’re gone,’ she says.




  I wriggle out. It’s hard to get to my feet. My bones feel broken, my skin feels split open across my back, and somehow my head seems swollen to twice its size. I have an overwhelming urge

  to lie down on the bed and sleep for a long time.




  ‘You’ve to go now,’ the woman says, watching me carefully.




  Go? Go out there? My mouth drops open. Everything is wrong and no one will help me.




  The woman looks away. ‘You’ve to go now,’ she repeats.




  I can’t find the words to tell her that she can’t do this to me. When she turns back I can only stare at her.




  ‘We’ve been told,’ she says. ‘Not to be opening the door. They say sometimes one of them gets out of the Wilderness. More animal than man they say they are.’ She

  looks me up and down. ‘I’m not to be talking to you. Do you understand?’




  I don’t understand. Who would tell her to ignore something terrible happening outside her own front door? ‘But I’m not from the Wilderness,’ I say.




  She doesn’t answer.




  ‘Call the police.’ I realise as I’m saying it that she doesn’t have a communicator in her room.




  ‘Call the police!’ she says. ‘Then they’d be knowing I didn’t do the thing they telled me to do.’




  The old woman is clearly mad. Paranoid. Prone to conspiracy theories. Who are this ‘they’ she keeps talking about? My head is swimming. I’m too battered to try to get this

  straight.




  ‘I don’t want to be all unkind,’ she says, putting out a hand, but dropping it before it touches mine. ‘I’m an old woman. I don’t want trouble now.

  You’ve best to go.’ She looks at the door.




  I shake my head. I find myself walking towards the door. I can’t believe she won’t help me.




  I stop. She has helped me. If she hadn’t brought me in here, I’d be dead by now. ‘Thank you,’ I say.




  She gives an almost imperceptible nod, but her eyes are still on the door, so I leave.




  I take a deep breath and sway my way back down those terrible stairs. The steps keep looming up into my face then shrinking away again. It’s hard to make my feet land in the right place.

  When I reach ground level I have to stop and throw up. I want to lie down, but I need to find a policeman and tell them about Wilson.




  When I reach the row of shops I almost throw myself at the first person I see, but suddenly I’m conscious of how messed and bloody I am and feel embarrassed. Embarrassed! It’s

  so ridiculous that I let out a little laugh that quickly turns to a sob.




  Not now. Find a policeman.




  I spot a police pod on the other side of the road. I limp across and rap on the enquiries window.




  A chubby policeman with sandy hair slides open the glass. ‘What happened to you?’ he says, eyeing me up and down.




  I try to pull myself together. I don’t want to sound like a babbling idiot. ‘These men, they mugged us. They beat me up and my friend Wilson too . . . and they killed him. They took

  his currency card. They were huge, they had hoods . . .’




  The policeman is frowning. ‘Where did this happen?’ he asks.




  ‘In the factory accommodation block, come with me. I’ll show you.’ I turn to cross the road.




  ‘Wait a minute, young man. I’m going to want some back-up if we’re going to the accommodation block.’




  He slides his finger across his computer screen then taps it twice. ‘P.C. Wright, Pod 675 requesting back-up car for a five-niner at the East Hill factory accommodation block,’ he

  says.




  ‘Back-up car on its way,’ replies a voice from the speaker on the computer.




  P.C. Wright gets up and makes sure his taser is attached to his belt. He carefully places his hat on his head, checking his reflection in the computer screen. What does he think he’s

  doing?




  ‘Come on!’ I say. ‘They’ll be miles away by now.’




  ‘What exactly were you doing in the block, sonny?’




  ‘We were delivering a package.’




  ‘Who to?’




  ‘I don’t know.’




  P.C. Wright raises his eyebrows. ‘Do you know who it was from?’




  ‘Of course I do! Facilitator Johnson. He’s my teacher.’ I stand up straight. ‘At the Willows Learning Community.’




  ‘Where is it?’




  ‘Where’s what?’ I say, feeling increasingly impatient.




  ‘The package, where is it?’




  I stare down at my empty hands. I don’t know where it is. I must have dropped it when the men were kicking me.




  ‘So you’re a Learning Community boy and your facilitator sent you to a factory accommodation block to deliver a package?’




  Oh great. He doesn’t believe me. ‘Listen,’ I say. ‘My friend is dead. You’re a policeman. I think you should come and look.’




  A squad car pulls up by the pod with another policeman inside. ‘This is P.C. Barnes,’ says P.C. Wright as he waves me into the back seat. I nod to the other policemen and finally we

  head for the accommodation block.




  We stop at the front of the block, the side without the balconies, where Wilson and I came in. I can’t believe it was only an hour ago that Wilson badgered me into lending him my

  jacket.




  I lead the men up the stairs. These horrible stairs; it’s like a nightmare where I’m forced to keep on going up and down them for ever. My whole body is throbbing. There’s a

  screaming pain in my jaw where I’ve lost a tooth. My stomach feels like someone has ripped back the skin and pulled out bits of my intestines.




  ‘This is where they came at us,’ I say when we get halfway down the corridor. ‘They took Wilson’s currency card and started kicking and punching us, then Wilson ran

  further along the corridor and they chased him.’ I lead the two policemen down the corridor. ‘I tried to go after them, but I could hardly stand and when I got out here’ – I

  open the far set of doors ‘– they all seemed to have disappeared, but then I saw that Wilson had been thrown over the balcony.’ I approach the rail and screw up my face ready to

  look at poor, broken Wilson. The policemen draw up on either side of me. We peer over the railing.




  Wilson is gone.
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  I can’t believe it. What has happened to Wilson’s body? I make the policemen go down on to the balcony to check if there is any evidence that Wilson had been there.

  Nothing. I make them knock on the door of number eighty-seven, where Facilitator Johnson told us to drop off the package. No reply. I almost tell them about the old woman, but something stops me.

  Mostly because I know she won’t open her door again, but also because I’ve got a horrible creeping sense that maybe there’s some truth in what she was saying. So we trudge down

  the steps again. P.C. Wright turns to me.




  ‘Listen, son, I don’t know exactly what happened to you . . .’ He eyes my swollen face.




  ‘I told you those men killed—’




  ‘And I’m not sure that I want to,’ he interrupts. ‘We all know that there are some things it’s best to leave the police out of.’




  My mouth falls open. I bloody well don’t know that. ‘I was under the impression that the police were here to safeguard the people and to arrest criminals – but you don’t

  seem to want to do either of those things,’ I say.




  ‘I’ve seen no evidence of a crime, smart man.’




  ‘Urrr!’ I slam my fist down on to my thigh. ‘This is ridiculous.’




  P.C. Wright takes a step towards me and P.C. Barnes puts his hand on his taser.




  ‘Listen, boy,’ P.C. Wright says. ‘I’m sorry about your friend, or whatever it was that you think happened, but we don’t get involved in factory worker fights,

  okay?’




  Factory worker fights? He thinks I work in a factory. And live in an accommodation block like some moron.




  ‘I am not from a factory,’ I say.




  He takes a step back. ‘You’re not . . . Wilderness are you?’




  ‘No! My name is Jackson and, I told you before, my facilitator sent me here. I belong to the Willows Learning Community,’ I say drawing myself up. ‘I’ve got an AEP score

  of 98.5.’




  ‘98.5 is it?’ he says, but at least he takes his hand off his taser.




  Obviously appealing to sense is going to get me further than anger.




  ‘Officers, I appreciate that my appearance is rather unkempt,’ I say. ‘And I understand that you don’t want unsupervised kids roaming about. But I can assure that I am a

  Learning Community student.’




  ‘He can’t be a worker,’ P.C. Barnes says to P.C. Wright. ‘They’ve all got security chips fitted so he wouldn’t have been able to get out of the factory

  compound gates to come to your booth.’




  ‘If you would just give me a lift back to my Learning Community we can sort all this out quickly,’ I say.




  P.C. Wright sniffs. ‘Well, I suppose it can’t hurt,’ he says.




  P.C. Wright takes me by the elbow and guides me into the car. ‘What’s your surname, Jackson?’ he asks. He and P.C. Barnes climb into the front seats.




  ‘Jackson is my surname. But that’s what they call me at the Learning Community.’




  P.C. Barnes turns round to look at me.




  ‘Well they do,’ I say. ‘Everyone is called by their surname.’




  ‘Got some funny ideas those brainer types. I heard they all wear dresses to eat their dinner, even the men,’ P.C. Wright says to P.C. Barnes.




  ‘Not dresses, robes. And that’s only on Fridays.’ I say.




  ‘Oh, just on Fridays. Do they save the frilly pinnies for special occasions?’ laughs P.C. Barnes.




  ‘I’m sure the Second Class Learning Community you went to had its own traditions,’ I say, coldly.




  P.C. Wright coughs. ‘Yes, of course. And that’s quite right, isn’t it, Barnes?’




  He doesn’t answer.




  ‘That’s how it should be,’ P.C. Wright goes on. ‘We all fit in somewhere, don’t we?’




  It’s good to hear him talking sense and sounding like a proper policeman. Maybe he can stop those men who killed Wilson after all.




  When we draw up at the Willows, P.C. Barnes sucks in his breath. ‘Fancy,’ he says.




  I stare out the window and try to see it through the policemen’s eyes. I suppose it’s a nice enough building. It’s old, grey stone with big bay windows. There’s a

  stained-glass rose window above the door. Around the side there are greenhouses and on the left is a tennis court . . . But it’s just a house really. I don’t know why he called it

  fancy.




  ‘Come on,’ I say. I’m desperate to get inside so Facilitator Johnson can make them do something about Wilson. We’ve wasted so much time already.




  I still ache all over from my beating and my head is throbbing, but I rush up the drive and P.C. Wright and P.C. Barnes follow behind. I notice neither of them tries to hold on to my elbow now.

  I dash into the entrance hall, but they stop outside the front door. P.C. Wright straightens his jacket and takes off his hat. He widens his eyes at P.C. Barnes until he does the same.




  ‘Mrs Clark—’ I say to the receptionist, but before she answers me, P.C. Wright arrives at my shoulder and interrupts.




  ‘Ah . . . ahem. Got one of your pupils here. If it’s not too much of an inconvenience, could I have a word with who-ever’s in charge?’ He makes a weird little bob like a

  bow.




  Mrs Clark’s eyes flick sideways to me. I smile, but she doesn’t smile back.




  ‘One moment,’ she says. ‘I’ll fetch Facilitator Johnson.’ She disappears.




  I jiggle from foot to foot. Why won’t anyone hurry up? P.C. Barnes gives me a smile.




  ‘Nice place,’ he says. He walks behind the desk and leans over to get a closer look at the computer.




  ‘Stand still, man,’ hisses P.C. Wright.




  P.C. Barnes slowly pulls up straight, but his eyes roll around, taking in the Creativity class’s tapestry hanging on the wall and the wooden staircase carved with fruit and vines.




  P.C. Wright is sweating. He mutters something like, ‘Not really our jurisdiction . . .’ and smacks down P.C. Barnes’s arm when he stretches it out to touch the tapestry.




  Finally, Facilitator Johnson appears with a serious expression. I wonder if he’s already heard about Wilson.




  ‘Sir, something terrible has happened,’ I say, rushing up to him.




  He takes a step backwards.




  ‘Wilson and I took your package to the block and we were attacked and –’ a sob escapes me ‘– they . . . Wilson’s dead.’




  Facilitator Johnson’s forehead creases. He moves his lips several times before he finally says, ‘Who’s Wilson?’ He looks up at P.C. Wright and then back to me. ‘And

  who are you?’
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  My mouth drops open. ‘Jackson,’ I say.




  Facilitator Johnson is still frowning at me.




  ‘I’m Jackson! I only left a couple of hours ago. You gave me a package to take to the factory block, remember? With Wilson?’




  ‘I’ve never seen you before in my life,’ he says calmly.




  I feel like you do when you miss a step on the stairs. ‘Facilitator, are you joking?’ I say in a small voice.




  He shakes his head sadly and turns to P.C. Wright. ‘This boy is obviously in a state of distress and he appears to be injured. I suggest that the most appropriate course of action would be

  to take him to see a doctor.’




  P.C. Wright turns red. I grab Facilitator Johnson by the arm. ‘I don’t want to see a doctor. I just want to go to my room. It’s upstairs on Curie corridor. I’m

  Jackson. I’m in your Global Philosophy session . . .’




  He prises my fingers from his arm. ‘Officers, I’m afraid I really am very busy.’




  ‘Of course, of course,’ says P.C. Wright. He nods his head hard.




  This is insane. Has Facilitator Johnson lost his memory? I look round for someone else. ‘Mrs Clark! You remember me, don’t you?’




  The secretary raises her head from her computer. She’s biting her lip. ‘I’m afraid not. I think perhaps you’re not very well.’




  P.C. Barnes is watching her. He narrows his eyes. P.C. Wright reaches for my arm.




  ‘No!’ I shout. ‘I don’t know what’s happening. This is my school; I’ve lived here for eleven years!’ I’ve got to think, there must be all kinds of

  evidence to prove who I am. ‘The records! I’m on the school records! Check them – go on, check them.’ I’m almost crying with relief. No one can possibly dispute

  computer records.




  Facilitator Johnson lets out a long breath. ‘Young man, if we check our records, will it persuade you that you are not a student here and you never have been?’




  I nod desperately, still unable to believe he doesn’t know me. ‘Just check.’




  ‘Or if you’d prefer, sir, we could just remove—’




  Facilitator Johnson raises his hand to interrupt P.C. Wright and walks over to Mrs Clark’s desk. No one speaks. In the distance I can hear the sound of laughter and doors opening. Overhead

  there’s the muffled thump of feet. It must be session changeover time.




  Facilitator Johnson swings the wafer-thin screen round to face him. I move to look over his shoulder. He taps the screen and brings up a page entitled student search. He uses his

  forefinger to tick a box that says Search all records?




  ‘Surname?’ he asks.




  ‘Jackson,’ answers P.C. Barnes before I can open my mouth.




  ‘Or so he claims,’ says P.C. Wright, scowling at P.C. Barnes.




  Facilitator Johnson’s fingers move across the keyboard.




  Relief floods through me. They’ll find me on the records and this ordeal will finally all be over.




  The screen changes to three words in red:




  No record found.




  How is this possible?




  Facilitator Johnson turns to the policemen. ‘If that will be all?’




  ‘No . . .’ I say, but no one is listening to me. How can I have just disappeared? This is my home.




  P.C. Wright grabs hold of my elbow. P.C. Barnes takes my other arm more gently. He looks between me and Facilitator Johnson and back again.




  ‘I would appreciate it, officers,’ says Facilitator Johnson, ‘if in future, you were able to resolve minor issues by yourself. I’m sure that The Leader

  –’ P.C. Wright looks over his shoulder as if he imagines The Leader has appeared. ‘– expects his police force to use their initiative rather than disturbing the training of

  members of the future Leadership team.’




  P.C. Wright grips my arm even tighter. ‘Sorry to take up your time, sir,’ he says. ‘It’s just . . . well, he talks a good talk, doesn’t he?’




  ‘Quite,’ says Facilitator Johnson and he walks off down the corridor.




  ‘What about Wilson?’ I shout after him, but he doesn’t look back or even hesitate. ‘You’ve got to listen to me. This is where I belong . . .’




  P.C. Wright is already turning me towards the door. It’s like some horrible dream where no one understands what I’m saying. I’ve got to find someone who knows me. I open my

  mouth to plead, but I know it’s no use. I simply have to resort to violence. I twist to my side and knee P.C. Wright hard in the crotch. He immediately lets go of my arm and crumples over. I

  try to throw a punch at P.C. Barnes, but he steps back to avoid it and trips over a potted plant. I turn and run. There’s a blistering pain in my kidneys where the hooded men kicked me

  earlier, but I manage to stumble through the double doors on to the main corridor. I open the garden door and run across the quadrangle.




  ‘Stop!’




  I look over my shoulder. P.C. Barnes is chasing me. I run through an open door on the other side of the quad and head for my work group’s study. Someone there will recognise me. P.C.

  Barnes is gaining on me. I open the door. The room is empty, but at this point I’m relieved just to find our study is still here. P.C. Barnes lurches through the door, but stops before he

  reaches me.




  I stand still, breathing heavily.




  ‘I think it would be best if you come with me,’ he says.




  ‘You can’t, you can’t take me away.’




  ‘The facilitator is in charge here, son. Best we go.’




  I clench my fists. ‘I won’t go! I live here. Look, these are my things . . .’




  I twist round towards my desk.




  It’s gone.




  All the other desks have been moved very slightly so that there is no obvious gap. My desk, my computer, my old-fashioned fountain pen, the mug Wilson made me in Creativity session . . .




  All gone.




  Like I never even existed.
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  They take me to the police station and put me in a cell. When I sit down, all the pain that I’ve been ignoring wells up in me. My eye is so swollen that it hurts when I

  blink. I can feel my blood surging round my body, throbbing in time with my waves of nausea. I’m so tired I can’t hold my head up, but still I can’t sleep. I’m starting to

  think that everyone else is right and that I must be mad. I don’t seem to be the person I think I am.




  I try to be logical. It’s possible that I’ve forgotten who I am, but I remember so much that it seems unlikely. I remember my mother and how she clicks her nails across her teeth

  when she’s thinking. I remember Wilson and I being interviewed on the Info when we won the Moritz Prize for outstanding research. I’ve got the trophy on my desk. The desk that’s

  been removed from the Willows. I remember the Willows as well. I knew exactly where to find my study.




  But no one recognised me. That screen keeps flashing into my mind: No record found.




  I sit bolt upright on the bed.




  I do exist. Everything I remember is true.




  Facilitator Johnson typed in my name and it came up on the screen, John Jackson: No record found. But the computer was wrong. I know without a doubt that Facilitator Johnson knows who I

  am.




  Because he typed in my first name without asking me what it was.




  ‘P.C. Wright!’ I call. ‘I’ve worked it out.’




  Both policemen appear at the flexi-glass window to my cell.




  ‘Remember when Facilitator Johnson entered my name?’




  P.C. Wright rolls his eyes.




  ‘I didn’t tell him my first name! But he typed it in. See?’ I say. ‘He must remember me.’




  ‘Course you told him your first name,’ says P.C. Wright. He walks away, but P.C. Barnes is still watching me.




  ‘I didn’t, did I, P.C. Barnes?’ I say.




  He screws up his mouth. ‘P.C. Wright says you did.’




  ‘But I—’




  ‘Wait a minute. P.C. Wright says you did. If we were to ask Facilitator Johnson, I’m pretty certain he’d say you did too. A police officer is an important man. A facilitator is

  an extremely important man . . .’ He raises his eyebrows at me.




  My stomach contracts and something warm and acid bubbles up my throat. He’s telling me that no one is going to believe my word over theirs.




  ‘It’s disgusting,’ I finally say.




  ‘Listen, son,’ he says. ‘You don’t seem like a bad sort of a lad. I don’t know what you’re mixed up in at the block, or what the facilitator has got to do

  with you, but my advice is not to make trouble.’




  ‘Not to make trouble?’ I echo.




  ‘It’s easier if you do whatever it is that they want you to do.’ He nods at me. ‘Just do what they want you to do,’ he repeats, and then he walks away.




  Early in the morning, while it’s still dark, P.C. Wright leads me out to the car.




  ‘Are we going back to the Willows?’ I say hopefully.




  ‘Don’t start that again,’ he says. ‘We’re taking you to the local Academy.’




  The Academy! This is outrageous. Just when I think things can’t get any worse. Academies are full of backward, criminal kids who failed their Potential Test and can’t even count on

  their fingers.




  The passenger door opens and P.C. Barnes gets in.




  ‘I am not going to an Academy,’ I say.




  ‘You haven’t got much choice, son,’ says P.C. Barnes without turning around.




  I clench my fists. ‘I don’t know what is going on in your branch of the police,’ I say. ‘I don’t know who is controlling Facilitator Johnson and I don’t know

  why anyone would want to turn my life upside down, but I do know that I am a citizen of this country and the Leadership will not allow this sort of violation of my rights. When I get to whatever

  hole you are taking me to, I will go straight to the top and even if I have to go to The Leader himself, you will be punished for this.’




  ‘No need for all that,’ says P.C. Wright, starting the car.




  The back of P.C. Barnes doesn’t move an inch.




  As we’re driving I realise that I have no idea where the local Academy is. Turns out it’s on the outskirts of town, near the factory compound we were at yesterday. Right on the

  border with the Wilderness.
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