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#include <iteration.z>

//midsummernightsdreamtempest.3.1.1

loop parameters variable

class Y

⎨private : int i;

run zone iteration 63 68 61 72 6c 69 65 0a 

Y(int ia)⎨i=ia⎬;

run zone iteration 63 68 61 72 6c 69 65 0a 

Y(int ib, int jb)⎬;

//find aberrant code

Y loop tradition

void loop

⎨ i * > 6d 65 72 63 65 64 65 73 0a ⎬; 

//Y destructor

id = i/28 ~ Y ( )

⎨ int id;

if 6d 65 72 63 65 64 65 73 0a < id < 73 6b 69 70 20 73 68 61 6b 65 73 70 65 61 72 65 0a 

printf (“tradition”)

// eliotts4.1/4s.LG:V.1.2.3

delete all⎬
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It had been ten days since his last fix.

The gnawing began from deep, deep inside, like hunger. It began as a sensuous yearning. That could be ignored. Then, it insinuated itself into a voice. An asking. A set of reasons not to ignore it. He began to count down the hours, to see it as a reward for actually resisting it. 

He let his internal voice rumble on, to keep himself company and to ensure his feet continued to walk, every so often breaking accidentally into an audible ramble: I know it’s wrong, but unless you have ever felt the yearning that the body exerts, the internal pull which strangles your very soul into submission, then you cannot judge. Yes, it is wrong. Weak. But let me have just a bit—this is probably the last time—just let me get through the next few weeks. He knew what others thought. Always so simple—wrong, they said—a word which slipped from people’s lips without consequence for them. A word which failed to cling to life, though; a bell chiming in an empty church. Of course it was wrong, he knew that, but it was also necessary. He knew it was wrong, but he wanted it and he wanted it more and more each metre that he neared. He was not without shame, God he had too much of that, but he was weak, but that didn’t mean he didn’t like what he was about to do. People always wanted black and white, it comforts them, but he wasn’t going to give them that. That was too easy. He wanted. It was good. And that was him, no matter how wrong the consequences.

Two paces away from the empty, rarely visited and little known terminal, he was already the only organic body in a derelict, abandoned part of the once populous world. One of the inbetween places, neither a space of work nor of acceptable pleasure. Perhaps a few of the lost, those whose cultural credit whether through bad choices or deliberate contrariness had dropped them into the lower echelons of society, lived here. Those who did what a robot could more easily do, but had to build their lives anew from the bottom up through the gracious and grateful approval of others. Bit by bit, tip by tp, like the slowly, rheumatic ticking of an old clock. The drop in population had left large parts of the world and many old cities uninhabited and soon the souvenirs of life had been sucked out of them. As the first generation aged beyond that which any of their ancestors had ever enjoyed and the children disappeared, then more and more of the countries’ and cities’ terminals closed down, isolating them and letting them be worn away by the harsh winds and stinging rains, unprotected by the energy domes. What was once so human about the world decayed and shrivelled when left untouched, leaving nothing but the reminder – the echo – of the image of man whispered down deserted and silent lanes. The inbetween places, protected by small domes but mostly uninhabited, slowly dying; no longer human, the skeletons of buildings neither alive nor dead.

His lensbuntu relayed the route in realtime on the surface of his eyeball. He followed it carefully,, the arrows directing him to the meeting point. He was following an anonymous invitation sent via a nameless discussion thread, but he checked the symbolic confirmation of his protective VPN. He was near. His thumb and forefinger pinched, immediately sending a ping to an empty bulletin board. He waited for an empty reply. Empty subject and content, that was the rule. It came, flashing up on his inner eye. He shared his cultural credit, making it obvious that they would benefit from his participation. Even if we were talking about dark credit, his persona would guarantee a positive circle of knowledge for the establishment. “Thank you, Hamlet2309” the text scrolled across his inner vision, floating on the surface of the real world. He flicked his fingers a few times to check the GPS mirroring code was still running. He blinked his eyes to check his virtual location; the rest of the web could see his icon visiting Athens and the Parthenon, increasing his public cultural credit, even though that was half a continent away. 

He took off his glasses and polished the lenses. The real lenses rather than the one superimposed on his left eye giving him continual info feed. It was his idiosyncrasy to wear them, part of what others would call their look, but for him, the polishing calmed him. They served no purpose, the nanobots in his system ensured he had twenty-twenty vision at all times through their digital enhancement of his optical data. 

He knew how it was still possible to hide, to disappear. He was making sure that, even though every movement of his life was tracked, that data was just numbers and all you had to do was hunt them here or there, to alter the facts of the matter. And the relays in the inbetween places had long ceased to work, deliberately so in many cases. Still a nagging, which was worse than guilt, shook its head behind his back and made him rub the lenses more vigorously in his hands; the disapproval of an almost omniscient power which believed in the certainty of its judgements.

It was a dark winter evening; frosty, the breeze crisp air of East Europe biting at him. He looked up to see the dome was simulating nighttime, its lavender sheen dimmed dark. Machinery hummed behind brick walls and his own body rushed on, pushed by pumping desire.

He turned quickly left and shuffled into the dark away from the dull, exhausted neon blue streetlights. The alley was narrow, the light made a vain attempt to penetrate but quickly retreated, defeated. He could make out the dark shapes of industrial bins and dumped rubbish. The empty familiarity was soothing, a promise to his aching want: this was the right place because there was no one and no one was mockingly whispered in the rush of the wind.

He pulled his collar tight around his neck. The guilt followed him, beginning now to amuse him, the wrong an ecstasy without an erection; flesh without penetration. The urge began to speak to him now, telling him of its wants, how it would repay him with absolute pleasure rushing through his veins. Promised heaven, if only he did what it wanted. 

Addiction.

Those who craved black and white loved this word. Physical, or psychological, at least it was an explanation. An explanation which put an expanding abyss between them and him. He was unfortunate, but they could never, never be like him. He was addicted and needed help: poor, poor him. Save him with recalibration of his tastes. If they ever knew, of course. 

He smiled to himself. They understand nothing. He is the same as them, he is them. It’s an addiction because – and this is the thing they fear most – he likes doing it. His tongue has an erection just thinking about it, his blood rushes in preparation. His body and him, both of them, want it because it is pleasure. That’s the bottom line. That’s why he’s here. Again. And, that’s why he’ll be back in the future, because it is good to do.

Silence gently lapped about him as he paced towards the hidden, steel door. He knew this place and he knew the dealer personally. He was a regular and this, in this counter-cultural underground, was important. It meant trust. And trust made a difference. None of that mixed shit sold to the unsuspecting. Shit which could have you vomiting for a week. No bad cuts. Here he could be certain that he was buying what he had paid for. He could afford such a luxury, he was lucky. When he passes the lost in these places, when he passes the thin, pale skeletons on the streets, clutching their stomachs as though torn in two, vomiting blood, he reminds himself just how lucky the wealthy are. He can afford to indulge his desires because his cultural capital was in the top two percent of the population. Reading the right texts, listening to the right music, expressing the right opinions. Several lifetimes of learning and earning. Just the credit wouldn't survive the exposure of his habit. Worse than smoking, bigotry and intolerance all rolled together. And that was why the inbetween places existed.

He stopped in front of the door, hidden to all who did not know. A sheet of mirrored steel nailed to the wall. He straightened the red napkin in his breast pocket, ensuring they would be able to see the covert sign. He sent a new ping with a blink of his eye. A message. He replied as expected using his eyeball to type the message with the retina keyboard. He waited twenty seconds and a new message appeared. He allowed them to access his live stream and focused on his face and body in the mirrored door, focusing on the monogram handkerchief with the letter “S.S.” clearly visible. He concentrated on his features, reminding him of a less athletic twentieth century actor with a receding, yet stopped at the right balance between wisdom and baldness by the nanobots, hairline.

—Good evening, Mr Hamlet2309, the voice sounded directly in his head.

“Good evening,” he responded with his voice.

—Are you alone?

He turned around making his eyes scan three-sixty and up and down.

Another sixty seconds and the door was slowly pushed open and he cancelled the live stream. He stepped back to avoid it and then quickly entered. Inside was another door at the base of the stairs, a restaurant with that ubiquitous sign for the initiated: “Quality Red Wine.” He felt at home as though a cleaver had divided him from those who did not know, and its clean cut had made the reason for pretence disappear. Warmth entered his body, it relaxed slightly. He polished his glasses quickly and returned them to his nose. Satisfaction was near. He was amongst his own people now, those who crawled under the blustery clichés carried by standard words and expectations.

He descended the stairs and pulled the entrance open.

“Good evening, Hamlet2309 ,” the large, bald man greeted him.

“Hello, Mr Cooper,” he said, “Are you busy tonight?”

“Please, you can call me Henry. Just you and one other client.”

“Good, I like privacy,” he responded.

“Please follow me. It is good to see you, even after such a brief time.”

A brief time. He had been coming more often it was true, but he had just been promoted at work after sharing some early Yardbirds’ tracks where he had proven that the mythological Beck-Page guitar tandem had actually existed. He was still looking for some proof of Clapton-Page, but felt that might be a myth. That was on top of his investment in the speculative futures of war poetry, which last week had quadrupled in value due a recent discovery of some lost Wilfred Owen fragments. His cultural credit had gone through the roof and he was made vice-president. With the two strata increase in his class, he could afford a little self-indulgence now. Not only that, but now it would be only the best places with the best cuts. No need to take risks anymore. There were diseases out there. Henry and his mock civility were a price worth paying. His habit, as he imagined his mother may have so delicately described it when talking about other people oblivious to her own son’s future problem, was contaminating more and more of his life. He tried to picture his mother’s face, but it was so long ago. She had been born before the Catastrophe. He tried calling up an image from the net on his lens, but none were left, all tangible memories of her destroyed in the EMP attack. Left to his own organic banks, he was alone, an orphan and abandoned to the future. He tried vainly to remember some event or shared experience, but there was nothing, and for a moment he wondered whether he had had a mother at all, or had just been grown like the zoo animals. No one, no one not even in the inbetween places, grew humans anymore after the crackdown, however, and the pyre burnings.

Hamlet2309 followed Henry through the set tables, electric candles acting as beacons to light their way, their steps silenced by the plush, dark, red carpet. Henry pulled the seat out for him and he sat. Henry was ludicrously large for a waiter, but Hamlet2309 knew the reason for that. He looked about and noticed the other diner. 

A woman, herself alone, yet Hamlet2309 had no desire to join her. They were there to indulge themselves, what they were to do was necessarily antisocial. He couldn’t see what she was taking, but it was obviously already coursing through her bloodstream: her eyes were closed, in rapture, her head swaying dancing to some internal, secret tune. He watched her, envious. 

And then her eyes opened and he recognised her. 

Eyes the same colour as her hair, brown on brown, and her face stoical and resolute. She reminded him of Anna Magnani. Spookily so, almost a twin. He had just been working on some newly found fragments to see whether they could be integrated into the official cut of Roma Città Aperta, so her face was fresh in his flesh memory. He called the actress’s image up from the net with his lens. As he fixed her eyes, he overlaid the archive image over her face and was struck by the similarity. The woman looked away and then back; the same expression of desperation and pride as the actress runs after the departing lorry. In spite of the etiquette of these places, he found himself staring, wishing to sit by her and talk. 

He was jealous. He wanted his now. But, he was aware there was still several rounds of the game to play.

Henry coughed politely and he shook it off.

The woman caught his eye. He imagined he saw a mixture of disdain and desire. He looked away.  

Henry came back and placed a bottle of Tuscan red on the table. He was unenthusiastic in his role but even counter is a culture, as his fingers tightly wrapped around the neck of the bottle. He knew Hamlet2309 well and worked as the waiter and hired muscle just to fund his boxing gym subscription since it was a guaranteed way to earn quite a few likes for minimal effort. The client said nothing. He knew the rules. Henry departed leaving the wine on the table.

Hamlet2309 remembered his first time, how green he had been. When the bottle had been placed on his table, he had protested and said he didn’t order it. The bottle had gone, as had any chance of ever ordering. It had taken three weeks of choosing from the normal menu of legal substances to learn the rules of the game.

He pulled a corkscrew out of his pocket and placed it in the bottle. He pushed a button and it hummed to itself as it slowly opened the bottle. When he had passed the first test, he had mucked it up by asking the waiter to open the bottle for him. If you wanted it, you opened the bottle yourself. A small price to pay. He poured himself a healthy glass of the deep, heavy red. It coated his throat, promising that ecstasy which was to come.He imagined feeling a slight tickling, low near his abdomen, as the nanobots immediately began to repair the damage to his liver.

Henry was once more at his table. He handed him the menu. Hamlet2309 perused it quickly. The normal dishes jarred on his retina: creamed asparagus tagliatelle, artichoke risotto, and so on. His blood froze, his desire waited, “I’m sorry, Henry, but does the chef have any specials tonight?”

“Well, he has a choice between new potatoes with fresh mint, and garden vegetables served with horseradish sauce.”

“I’ll take the garden vegetables.”

Henry bowed, took the menu and walked off towards the kitchen.

It was done. God, it felt good. Exciting. He had done it a thousand times and each one was a rush. Doing wrong and enjoying it. The wait. The want. He could taste it now. To be honest, he liked the game. It gave the sin meaning. 

The plate arrived before him. Large, white, brutal. Henry smiled, “A special for a regular.”

He couldn’t believe it, it was on the bone. Flesh, red like the wine, succulent like the body of a first love. He looked up at Henry as he passed him the knife with teeth, the illegal, outmoded knife. Henry nodded and moved away. 

Slowly, tenderly, he cut into the beef and gazed at the thin line of blood which oozed onto the white, innocent plate. He watched it encircle the joint before raising the meat to his mouth. He placed it gently on his tongue.

The ecstasy.

He sighed. Christ, he was lucky to have found this place. Its name had been passed on to him via the darkweb grapevine, found deep amongst the pages accessed by those with Darkbuntu, but since the first time he had come here, he had made it his main supplier. He could afford to, not many could. The shit they had given him in other places: cut with fifty percent soya, diseased, stuff that made you ill. In some places, they even tried to fob chicken off on you. Bastards: a meat so bland he had been surprised that the government had decided to ban it. It still only carried a sentence of just six months, like snake, rat or other birds. Here, he was sure that the meat was genuine. On good days cow, horse and sheep. Bad days, pigeon, gull or hedgehog. 

He pulled his napkin from his pocket and dabbed at the corner of his mouth. He placed it down on the table.

Other meat eaters were always nostalgic, it was better in the good old days for them. He disagreed. He liked the whole, odd ritual, but then he was younger than them. They are old enough to get away with talking about it in public. He wasn’t sure how many could have been alive pre-Catastrophe, age was now so indistinct. They must have been children, but then few could remember their childhood without help from the servers. He remembered—recalled, streamed—his great grandfather, one of the last generation choosing to age and die, taking him there through a shared, partially reconstructed augmented memory. Living through the memories of others, the fragments and experiences woven together on the fabric of understanding. Hamlet 2309 never managed to dissect what were his and what belonged to others, his own memories, stretched thin and worn over time, were merely the membrane supporting all experiences he could call up from the web. He was his paternal great grandfather as a very young child, looking through his eyes, as the Catastrophe began to strangle the life from the planet and the madness began. He, they, stood silent in the corner as the grandmother and father argued, the man one of the staunch defiers, proudly breaking the picket lines at the butcher’s. He would turn to their cries of “Murderer!” and tell them, slowly but with the dignity of the righteous and the expert wit to appeal to the memory agent’s six year-old sense of humour, “Fuck off, you wankers.” He offered the small, cold, damp packet tucked under his arm to his wife, but it disgusted her. 

The boy’s memories liked the old butcher’s, but not for its clinical white walls or its smell of disinfectant, or even the empty counter which seemingly sold nothing. No, he loved going there because he’d always ask, “What’s this place, granddad?” He would turn to the boy and answer simply, “Civilisation.”

Hamlet2309 saw the wife of his ancestor, some sort of great grandmother to him, become sad and a scene unfold painfully in the shared memories. She had stopped speaking to her husband, just for buying something which, then, hadn’t even been illegal. The boy was banned from speaking about visiting “that place” or talking about it. Hamlet2309 looked into the tired, worn female face of his great grandmother, digital tears in her eyes as she learnt that her husband had been killed outside “that place.” Two years later they had passed the law.

He placed another piece on his mouth, mindful of the moment and the sensation, forcing the memories away. The blood ran down his tongue as his teeth penetrated the flesh. He swallowed. Pleasure. Heaven. Forbidden. He put down the cutlery and picked the bone up. He caressed the softness of the meat, running the face of his thumb over the fibres. He looked around. No one was looking. He rubbed the glistening oil into his fingertips, enjoying the smooth lubrication. The barbarism of what he was about to do disgusted him, yet he couldn’t stop himself. No one was watching. He could do it, he was the sole judge of his actions.

He bit at the meat like a man possessed. The lust of the maniac, the call of the savage. Him as he should be, he told himself, free of society’s false dictates.

He tore at the bone and in that instant could not believe humans were given teeth for any other purpose. Voracious, the drives of the beast in his true soul cried out and he sated them. Each bite was satisfaction, each tear with his teeth, a release. In his hidden, dark corner, he rolled the joint over and over in his greasy, trembling fingers. Juice dribbled down his chin, and he almost laughed with joy. He ate like he imagined an animal would, because he was an animal, and the ritual was almost as exciting as the flavour.

He wiped his hands on the serviette and used the warm towel and finger bowl to clean off his guilt. 

“I’m sorry, I’ve finished my wine. Do you mind?”

Hamlet2309 was shocked back into the real world. She was obviously tipsy. Ready to talk, “My name is Eleonora Duse. Ellie.”

He gasped. She shouldn't tell him her real name. He shouldn’t know. He recovered enough to nod and, indicating the bottle, added, “Please.”

She poured herself the wine, copious into her empty glass. It spilled over the glass onto her hand and he intuitively handed her his red napkin. He noticed the blood juice had tinted its purity and they both looked at the stains awkwardly. He began to take it away, embarrassed. She smiled and took it from him and wiped her hand. She placed it into her own pocket and whispered jokingly, “I’ll wash it and send it back to you.” 

She sat down and looked directly at him: “Do I know you?”

Hamlet2309 shook his head, “I don’t think so.” He felt uncomfortable. Theirs was supposed to be an antisocial pursuit, a solitary experience.

“How’s the food?” she asked.

He relaxed, there was something about her expression, her demeanour that just warmed him to her. She was open. Her eyes were deep set, ringed in black and intense. But she smiled and this disarmed him.

“I like this place,” she looked around.

He noted her accent, slightly mediterranean, somewhere between Egypt and Italy. He tried to guess whether she had come from Rome or Cairo. He opened up a bit, “Yes, I come here quite often. It is very trustworthy. Is it your first time here?”

“Yes, it’s nice,” she paused, “Sorry, I drank my wine a bit quickly and had a bit of bad news. It seems my cultural credit has gone due to my name being linked to a few undesirables in my contacts. Performance criminals. That doesn’t worry you, does it?”

He laughed, “I’m not even here. I am in Athens looking at the complete Elgin Marbles and having an online chat questioning the British state’s intentions for keeping them so long post-Brexit before the embargo. My credit is fine.”

“Yeah, I’m at a Bronte reading group, wondering whether Jane Eyre is an early example of feminism or not. Many kudos points for that.”

They both laughed as she refilled both hers and his glass. She leaned in, “Don’t you ever wonder what the point of all the trawling of dead culture is about?”

He also leaned in, enjoying the intimacy of the closeness, “Can’t ask that question. It is my job after all.”

“Oh, and what do you do?”

“I am an archivist. I got my PhD in film and cultural meaning. As a hobby, I also speculate a bit on music.”

“What do you archive?”

“Films. Mostly. I compare versions found lost in the web, or outside in the Wastelands and then knit them together to try and reconstruct the original.”

“And the music?”

“I just invest cultural credit in songs. So, I expect them to find countless Beatles and Beyonce recordings and they are constant bankers, but I may invest in a possible discovery of, say, some early Iron Maiden. As people listen to the songs, you receive credit for your investments. The Beatles are risk free, people will always listen to them, but Iron Maiden are niche and don’t ever dip in popularity. Better returns because you can own more.”

“I heard that there are people who have invested in the mythological Beethoven piece. The one the critics describe as perfect.”

He nodded almost guiltily, “Yes, because if it is found, then people will listen to it again and again for years.”

She continued, “I do the same with literature. I own 0.001% of Wuthering Heights. Threw all my credit into it.”

“I do a bit of literature as well. Best to diversify.”

She smiled, he liked that smile. “Perhaps, you can tell me something, then.”

“What?”

“Why did the music stop around the early 2020s? Why didn’t they make any new films? Or paint some new pictures? Write new novels? What happened?”

“Well, we know this from our early schooling,” he said unsure where he had gone to school so long ago and hurriedly called it up from his cloud memories in case she asked, “The Catastrophe happened, the EMP bomb wiped out the stored data and the population decline meant most of the physical objects were lost.”

“Yeah, I know that,” she poured herself some more wine from his bottle, “There was the Catastrophe, but surely that was a time when we would start being really creative, wouldn’t it? But nothing then and nothing after. What is it? You can’t write poetry after the Catastrophe? Think of all the leisure time we have now, all the needs supplied by the bots and the city domes. Why don’t we create anymore?”

“It’s law. We suffer shame if we perform,” he said and it was her turn to look sheepish, “But, I wonder whether there is some historical or social law. An unwritten one. It is important we recover what was lost before we begin again.”

She sat back, “I suppose it was the monkeys.”

“What the group?”

“No,” she laughed, “That silly experimental thing. If you stick an infinite number of monkeys in a room with typewriters, then at some time they will bang out the works of Shakespeare.”

Hamlet2309 didn’t say anything for a while, unsure whether the use of the homonymic name was merely coincidental. His work meant he looked for patterns and words lent themselves to this game easily. He shrugged it off, she couldn’t know his real name was Shakespere, “So?”

“Well,” she leant back in and he was pleased, whispering, “I suppose we have just run out of time. There are only so many words and images, so many notes and elements or ideas, all we can do now is iteration, repetition and copy the same over and over again. We have exhausted all the variables.”

“You don’t think it is a way to control the market, then?” he surmised, “To keep everyone’s cultural credit in check, so the top 1% can keep their control?”

“There’s that as well, I suppose, but above the top elite are the AIs, remember. Why would they care who is who? I think it is their fault.”

“How?”

“Well, we don’t age, don’t suffer or die. All controlled by the nanobots in our bloodstream. Able to manipulate our appearance, our decay, our cells. Whatever we do, the nanobots just correct it and it has been that way for how long?”

He tried to access his own memory, to identify his own augmentation. He remembered always being this way, it must have happened soon after his birth. He tried to access his mother’s memories, but the system could not identify them, couldn’t link him with his past. 

She continued, playfully but in earnest, “We don’t die. And don’t care. Without these things, the risk, the fear, the death, we are not free. Not even to choose what we eat. What would you give to be free? What would you do? There are those, I’ve heard, who would free us from this serfdom and bring back death?”

“Why would we want that?” he asked sincerely, “Why would we want to die?”

“So, perhaps it is all worth something.”

They both sat back. Silence descended. “My name is Caliban Shakespere,” he volunteered, happy to let her in. He turned and motioned to Cooper to bring another bottle, “Most people just call me Cal.”

“I know,” she said.

Then, came the banging and the shouting.

Ellie looked petrified. She blinked twice. A piece of code hit Shakespere’s lens and then hid itself in an encrypted file. 

He put the glass of wine nervously down. He could hear different voices. He pulled his coat off the back of the chair and slipped his arms into it. He flicked his head at Ellie and she rose and went back to her own table to get her bag. Something was happening, he could hear the voices growing louder outside.

Then, nothing.

The silence was more ominous. He took a deep mouthful of wine, waiting, expectant. Ellie had put her coat on and was looking at him. No place could stay secret forever. Cold sweat ran down the side of his body. Another mouthful of wine, almost the whole glass. They said they could smell the flesh on your breath, and see the blood in your eyes.

Ellie began walking to the door. He shook his head. 

Suddenly, the door smashed open. Henry rolled over and over. His head lifted up and Shakespere saw the blood running swiftly from his nose. Fear stabbed him like a skewer. He smelt death, the thick, congealed stench of blood. He swept the plate from the table and threw himself to the floor, hiding in the space between the back of the chair and the wall. His breathing ceased, cut short. He sat still and waited. An eternity unfolded. The door slowly swung open once more. Two pairs of polished black boots entered. Police, he knew it at once. The fucking pigs. He wanted to scream out, to run, to shout, to check what had happened to Ellie. He didn’t, he stayed still and silent.

He was in serious trouble now. If they found him, it would be two years in prison or, worse, becoming an informer for life. Either way, he’d lose ninety percent of his credit and his job; his friends would look on him like a piece of shit. Some of the more liberal ones would try – desperately – to understand his illness. A life of constant rehabilitation, of perpetual confession and guilt in the presence of others. He’d probably have to appear on one of the daytime casts with a caption defining him as ‘I eat flesh and blood.’ Fuck, things were looking bad.

He turned slightly. He could see more than their boots now. Henry was tied to a chair, his head sunk into his chest. Ellie was being handcuffed into a chair next to him, they both had their backs to him. She knew his name. The policeman was chubby and tall, wearing an appearance about ten years older than him, and was muttering to himself and shouting every third word.

He couldn’t see the other policeman. Panic gripped him. His body shrank, trying to disappear in a vortex. Then, he heard the other’s voice, “The kitchen’s empty, sarge. The butcher must have legged it, there was a window open on the back alley.”

The sarge replied, “Let him go, he’ll be gone by now. Check the rest of the place.”

A wide torch beam swept over the restaurant. He heard footfalls near his table and he saw boots out of the corner of my eye. Please. The boots stopped, he remained taut. The ray of light swung back and forward like a pendulum.

The boots walked away and faced Henry. Shakespere could see him now. He was younger than his colleague, much thinner and less tall, “Only the one ghoul tonight, just this bitch, eh?”

The fat policeman pushed him away. He saw the thin one elaborately stumble and knock into a table. The fat one tutted dramatically. A subtle sottofondo sounded of a string quartet, an early romantic piece which Shakespere didn’t recognise but guessed it was Schubert. 

The torch smashed into Henry ’s face. His face fell deeper into his chest, his voice was weak: “Don’t know, I just stand by the door. Don’t take it myself, it disgusts me.”

The thin officer ran at the waiter. The sarge put an arm on his younger colleague, “Easy, we’ll just call for backup.”

“It’s just they fucking disgust me, these fucking cannibals. Christ, can’t you smell the stench, it makes you want to vomit.”

The sarge began to manipulate his hand, no doubt sending a message, but the younger one stopped him.

“Wait, Sarge. Maybe we can get some info out of him. You know I want to be a detective, give me a chance.”

She knew his name. 

The sarge looked dubious, but after two seconds lowered his hand. He began walking to the kitchen: “You’ve got ten minutes, then I’m calling it in.”

He turned back to Henry when the sarge had left the room, his eye the embodiment of evil ambition, “So, you don’t do it, then?”

Henry stuttered, “No, I’m just the hired muscle.”

The policeman scoffed, “So, Mr Muscle, how come only the one junkie tonight?”

“Midweek, always quiet.”

Henry’s whole body slumped. Shakespere saw it fall in on itself as the torch came down on his head. The policeman’s face was rage. He lifted Henry by the chin and let go. His heavy head fell and rocked twice. The copper turned to the woman. She was sobbing, the sound of fear carried clearly to Shakespere’s ears. He almost moved. Henry was mumbling incoherently.

“Never mind, Mr Muscle, we’ll come back to you,” his eyes turned psychotically on the woman, “He doesn’t do it. He’s no junkie, he’s just hired help. That I can forgive, but,” his voice was rising, out of control, the will of ingrained hate, “You, on the other hand. You, you are fucking scum!”

She screamed. He slapped her. Hard. Part of Shakespere wanted to run to her defence. His body stayed still. Quiet. It curled even more tightly.

“See, I would like a little help, I need to know where else you buy this shit and who from,” a second slap, “Will you tell me that?”

She was crying now. Screaming hysterically, spitting and sobbing.

“Tell me, ” he repeated.

More sobbing, less words. He shook her, her chair tapping mercilessly on the wooden floor.

“Who else was here?”

Shakespere went rigid.

“Listen, you disgusting whore. You flesh sucking bitch. I want to know where you get your vile little habit seen to, understand? I want some info!”

Nothing, more tears, more screams.

He slapped her again, his voice was neurotic, obsessive, “You disgust me. Why are you crying? Have you never heard an animal whine, bitch? They cry just like you – you don’t care about that, why should I care about you, eh? I went to the zoo last week. Have you been? I saw a small puppy, a baby dog, a real one, not the robotic copies, but one grown in a test tube. They say children used to play with them. That’s just fodder for people like you, isn’t it? I suppose you would fucking chop it up, wouldn’t you? You make me sick!”

He spat in her face. Twice. Then stroked it, and grabbed her breast. Silence, then the screaming. So loud this time, his colleague came running back in: “What have you done?”

The pig wasn’t listening, he was grabbing his groin and forcing it into her face, “Is it meat you want? You want meat whore? Do you want my meat, eh? Do you want to eat that? Shut up! Stop screaming.”

Shakespere was immobile, watching the smart, polished black boots circled the chair. He thought of children hiding as their parents argued, or bullies beating their friends; scenes he had seen a thousand times in films. He wondered whether that could have been his past and that was why he was a coward now. He did nothing as those clean, blue sleeves pushed down on her shoulders. He was petrified as the smooth, shiny baton was raised into the air.

And then he heard the smack.

Silence.

“What the fuck?” Henry stammered, still not fully conscious as the line of blood whipped across his face.

Shakespere was gripping the legs of the chairs. His nails had broken on its wood. The two pigs were silent.

Then, the younger one pushed her chair over and began kicking her corpse. Kick after kick, he was sobbing as he tried to shout at her, “You disgust me. You disgust me! It’s not normal, it’s not fucking human. Whore!”

Shakespere could feel himself trembling, but he was fixed, unable to look away. He wanted to flee, but the scene held him, reflecting what could have been and still may have been. Paralysed, he was nailed to the floor. He was a coward. He knew who he was now.

The sarge pulled his colleague off, one last kick landing on her inert head, lifting it into the air rocking like a battered apple on a branch. The thin policeman toppled, taking his partner with him and Shakespere thought how much they resembled Laurel and Hardy in that moment. 

“Calm down, mate. Calm down. It’s alright.”

“Don’t you dare ask forgiveness from that piece of shit. Do you see that hand, that hand over there,” Then, he realised, “Shit, what have I done, sarge? What have I done? My career is finished.”

His partner had walked to the body and was lightly touching her neck, “You’ve killed her.”

“Shit!”

“No one’s died for years. Her feed will probably have been streamed to the AIs already. Fuck.”

“What can we do? Sarge, what can we do? I’m finished. A killing, a fuckign killing!”

“Well, she’s no fucking loss to humanity,” the sarge opined philosophically, “Scum like her is better off dead. I’d kill the whole fucking lot of them, given a choice. Fucking junkie vampires.”

The sarge turned her body over to take a closer look. He continued, “She hasn’t bled too much and we know her position still reads she is alive and well in New York New York.”

“So?”

“So, we can save your career. Be a shame to waste it because of scum like her,” he unlocked her hands and began lifting the body, “Help me. We’ll throw her in the alley where the chef scarpered. They’ll find evidence of flesh in her stomach, they’ll assume they had argued over the meat. No one dies, no one murders, no one investigates it anymore. The media will just make up stories. Blame it on whoever was here in the restaurant with her, some vampire fuck.”

Shakespere inhaled deeply, covering his mouth with the hand holding his glasses.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes,” the sarge replied, “No one commits murder anymore. No one kills. There is no expertise in solving such crimes. I know her own location is elsewhere anyway. They’re too busy tracking pirated streams, ripped content and performance crimes to go too deep on physical crimes. Come on and help me if you want a job tomorrow.”

“You’re right. No one’ll even know she is here. What about him, though?”
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